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One of the perennial fascinations of the Christian mind is the nature of 
time and God's relationship to it. This volume is a delightful collection of 
essays from deeply Christian scholars, and I commend it to any reader 
whose mind continues to be drawn to the mystery of eternity. 

— Alan G. Padgett, Luther Seminary 

What God Knows is a helpful way to enter the discussion concerning God’s 
relation to time. These essays, written by theologians, scientists, and 
philosophers, represent the range of views about the nature of time and of 
God's eternal nature, yet they are uniformly accessible. The reader will gain 
a secure handle on the nuances of the debate about what and when God 
knows what God knows. 

—Gregory E. Ganssle, Yale University 
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Preface 


From the very outset, the mission of the C. S. Lewis Foundation has been 
rooted in the conviction that “something has to be done” to restore a vital, 
meaningful, and constructive Christian presence within the mainstream 
of contemporary American intellectual and cultural life. The origins of this 
concern were rooted in the gentle but nonetheless telling jeremiad of Harry 
Blamires’s The Christian Mind (1963), in which this former student of C. S. 
Lewis castigated the current generation of Christian scholars for their uncon- 
scionable abandonment of any meaningful stewardship of the extraordinarily 
rich Christian intellectual heritage, developed over centuries of brilliant schol- 
arship and artistry. 

The pages of Christian journals and popular media of virtually all Chris- 
tian traditions at the end of the last millennium were filled with expressions 
of dire and, one must acknowledge, legitimate concerns over any number ot 
negative trends — social, political, economic, and spiritual. A climate of growing 
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alienation and frustration seemed to characterize the mood of Christian laity 
and their leaders. With it has come a certain melancholy and palpable yearning 
for an idealized “Golden Age” in America’s past in which the prevailing pres- 
ence of prominent Christian leaders, acting upon biblically grounded guiding 
principles, ensured a reasonable expectation of “law and order,” not to mention 
a public consensus on matters of “common decency.” 

More often than not, the enemy for many was to be found within the 
walls of increasingly secular classrooms. From colleges and universities to high 
schools and even elementary schools, a large number of faculty, waxing increas- 
ingly hostile to the faith, were openly attacking the cherished values of our soci- 
ety and leading our youth, and society with it, down a dark path to chaos and 
ultimate ruin. The fault could also be laid at the door of an increasingly embold- 
ened and irresponsible cadre of media moguls whose primary objective seemed 
to be the pursuit of financial gain through the cynical exploitation of the public’s 
fascination with the bizarre and through the disparagement of all things inno- 
cent and virtuous. T o make things even worse, activist courts seemed bent upon 
reinforcing any and all tendencies towards enfranchising aberrant behavior as 
a legitimate expression of “free speech” or a manifestation of a long-vaunted 
American tradition of “toleration” towards all. In short, to paraphrase Bob 
Dylan, balladeer of the sixties, “The times, they were indeed a changin’.” 

As we drew ever closer to the end of the twentieth century and with it, 
the end of the millennium, there was a palpable sense of anxiety in the air. 
Y2K was upon us! Apocalyptic scenarios were emerging with ever-increasing 
intensity, from sources both secular and religious. Whether the source of our 
nightmare derived from a fear of computers, terrorists, Christ or the anti- 
Christ, something big, it seemed, was about to happen! After all, something 
as rare as the passing of an entire millennium simply could not be expected to 
occur without a suitable event to mark it. Or could it? 

What was time really all about? What made this particular moment in 
time a matter of such import? What was the history of time? When and where 
and how did we begin to mark it? And what have been the consequences, both 
seen and unseen, of its outworking? In what sense are we creatures of time? 
And just how is it possible to speak meaningfully “within time” about things 
that are “outside of time”? These were the burning questions that engaged the 
attention of many as the program committee for the 2002 C. S. Lewis Summer 
Institute first met in 1999 to consider a theme worthy of the occasion. 

We had met in similar fashion every three years since 1988, when the C. 
S. Lewis Foundation first launched its triennial Summer Institute in Oxford. 
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In the years that have passed, over 2000 conferees from around the world have 
gathered to consider the life and legacy of C. S. Lewis and explore the larger 
implications of that legacy in the realms of both mind and spirit. Oxbridge 
2002, the fifth such triennial conference, offered a two-week experience unlike 
any other. Set amid the “dreaming spires” of both Oxford and Cambridge Uni- 
versities, scholars from the arts and sciences, together with leaders in minis- 
try and from the major professions, and joined by an array of literary, visual, 
and performing artists, would meet together to explore the theme, “Time and 
Eternity: The Cosmic Odyssey.” 

At a time of such great social, political, and spiritual turmoil, it seemed 
particularly opportune to consider the broader implications of our faith in 
Jesus Christ, a faith that simultaneously plants us, firmly and hopefully, in 
both time and eternity. The commencement of a third Christian millennium 
offered a unique perspective from which to reflect upon the current situation, 
not only within the geopolitical realm, but also within the realm of higher edu- 
cation, the arts, and the culture at large. In keeping with the legacy of C. S. 
Lewis, we invited “mere Christians” of all traditions, and seekers of all per- 
suasions, to join with us in pursuit of a deeper understanding of the human 
adventure through time, enfolded in the embrace of eternity. 

A world-class faculty led our thinking and reflection in daily plenary ses- 
sions. Scientists, philosophers, and theologians explored differing conceptions 
of time and eternity in the light of Christian thought through the ages. Histo- 
rians, artists, and cultural interpreters and commentators examined the times 
of our lives and their relation to eternal matters. Throughout the conference, 
we were also privileged to nurture the renewal of our spirits through morning 
meditations, daily prayer, opportunities for artistic reflection, and formal ser- 
vices of worship encompassing liturgy, the preached word, and communion. 

The desired outcome of all this was that a baptism of spirit, mind, and 
imagination, would refresh and equip us to return to our respective communi- 
ties and engage the culture redemptively in Christ. 

The spring of 1972 marked the earliest beginning of the C. S. Lewis 
Foundation when a small group of Christian university and college faculty 
joined me for a weekend retreat at a Presbyterian Retreat Center in West 
Simsbury, Connecticut. As we reflected upon the current state of Christian 
scholarship within the mainstream of contemporary American higher edu- 
cation, we agreed to pray and work towards the establishment of an interdis- 
ciplinary, faculty-governed, “mere Christian” community of higher learning 
that would be situated on or near a major secular college or university. It 
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was this vision that ultimately led to the founding of the C. S. Lewis College 
Foundation in September of 1986. 

That year upon resigning my position as director of Corporate and Foun- 
dation Relations at the University of Redlands, California, I began to invest 
my primary energies in leading an effort to help establish a meaningful Chris- 
tian presence at the faculty level within the mainstream of American higher 
education. One year later, following extensive travel, study, institutional 
visits, and interviews with many educators — Christians and non-Christians 
alike — I was joined by a group of Christian scholars and interested support- 
ers at St. Andrew’s Priory in Valyermo, California, where for five days, we 
deliberated over the establishment of a Christian “Great Books” college and 
school of visual and performing arts, to be named in honor of C. S. Lewis. 
Drawing upon the inspiration of Lewis’s own academic settings in Oxford 
and Cambridge, and trusting in God’s ultimate direction and provision, we 
embraced a vision for the founding of a “mere Christian” college to be situ- 
ated on or near a major secular university setting within the United States. 

In 1984, wholly independent of this initiative, another small group oi 
Christians under the leadership of Robert Cording of San Diego had formed 
a limited partnership, The Kilns Association, for the purpose of purchasing 
and restoring C. S. Lewis’s beloved home in Oxford, England. In 1986 the 
partnership was dissolved and a charitable company was formed for the pur- 
pose of carrying out the original plans. 

In March oi 1988, The Kilns Association, lacking the resources needed 
to achieve its worthy goal, proposed that the C. S. Lewis College Foundation 
assume responsibility for The Kilns. After much thought and prayer, the 
foundation agreed to assume full ownership and financial responsibility for 
The Kilns with the condition that the Boards of both organizations combine 
their efforts in pursuit of their essentially common goals. 

During the following summer, the newly combined force of the C. S. 
Lewis Foundation launched the first of its triennial summer institutes in Eng- 
land. Oxford ’88, a symposium on “The Christian and the Contemporary 
University,” was conducted at St. Hilda’s College, Oxford, with over 200 in 
attendance. More than 300 conferees attended Oxford ’91, the second trien- 
nial conference held at Keble College, Oxford, meeting on the theme “Muses 
Unbound: Transfiguring the Imagination.” The third triennial summer insti- 
tute, Cambridge ’94, broke new ground on the subject of science and religion 
under the theme “Cosmos and Creation: Chance or Dance?” with over 400 
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participants returning home from Queen’s College, Cambridge, with a fresh 
vision for the Christian’s role in both the arts and sciences. 

The foundation hosted over 800 conferees at the international centenary 
of C. S. Lewis’s birth, held at both Oxford and Cambridge universities in 
the summer of 1998. Celebrating the life and legacy of Lewis with the theme 
“Loose in the Fire,” based upon the biblical text of Daniel 3:25, Oxbridge 
’98 paid tribute to Lewis’s scholarship, creativity, and courage in both living 
and defending the Christian faith within a university environment that was 
increasingly hostile towards all things Christian. The fifth triennial C. S. Lewis 
Summer Institute, Oxbridge 2002, explored the theme “Time and Eternity: 
the Cosmic Odyssey,” the fruits of which are the subject of this book. At the 
time of this writing, we eagerly anticipate the sixth such triennial summer con- 
ference, Oxbridge 2005, centered upon the theme “Making All Things New: 
The Good, the True, and the Beautiful in the 21st Century,” after which the 
Institute will convene annually, moving to Williams College in Massachusetts 
in 2006 and the University of San Diego in 2007 before returning to Oxford 
and Cambridge in 2008. 

As the summer institutes took on greater substance, the foundation’s fac- 
ulty-led Board of Trustees resolved at its strategic planning retreat in June ol 
1993 that plans for the establishment of C. S. Lewis College should tempo- 
rarily be put on hold in order to allocate the foundation’s limited resources to 
the important work of leading an all-volunteer effort to restore The Kilns. To 
everyone’s joy, the restoration was completed in time for the Oxbridge 2002 
dedication of The Kilns as home to the C. S. Lewis Study Centre. The Centre 
now serves the needs of visiting Christian scholars and artists-in-residence 
throughout the academic year and provides Seminars-in-Residence for stu- 
dents of Lewis during the summer months, 

July of 2001 marked the first offering of the now flourishing series of Sum- 
mer Seminars-in-Residence at The Kilns. These week-long seminars provide 
an intimate group of eight readers the rare opportunity to engage Lewis’s works 
on location in the good company of inspired seminar leaders of the stature of 
professors James Como, Jerry Root, Don King, and Bruce Edwards, to name 
but a few. 

The summer institutes have also, as one might expect, contributed greatly 
towards the development of a lively network of Christian scholars, cutting 
across a broad swath of disciplinary and confessional boundaries. Responding 
to increasing appeals for the formation of a broadly based international net- 


work of “mere Christian” faculty and administrators serving within the world 
of higher education, the foundation began prayerfully to consider how it might 
serve such a growing and compelling need. 

With the encouragement of start-up grants received from the Fieldstone 
Foundation, the Fduston Foundation, and a third anonymous foundation 
source, the C. S. Lewis Foundation committed itself in 1999 to launching an 
exploratory faculty-forum initiative to determine whether, indeed, there was a 
need for such an international network of Christian faculty. The forum’s pur- 
pose: to encourage greater communication, fellowship, joint research, graduate 
student development, and other scholarly activities among “mere Christians” 
and related campus ministries serving within colleges and universities the 
world over. 

In April of 2000, over 160 faculty members gathered at the Kellogg West 
Conference Center on the campus of California State Polytechnic University 
at Pomona for an all-day faculty-forum conference for Christian faculty serv- 
ing within the Southern California region. Encouraged by the overwhelmingly 
positive response from all in attendance, a mid-year Faculty Forum dinner was 
held the following November at the Flilton Hotel in Costa Mesa. Over 200 
attended to hear guest speaker, James Hunter, sociologist of the University oi 
Virginia, deliver a keynote address on the subject “Inside the Post-Modern 
University: Rethinking the Challenges Before Us.” 

The year 2001 would find us on the campus of UCLA addressing the 
theme, “The Christian Scholar in the Contemporary University: A Place to 
Stand.” The occasion afforded a fitting opportunity to present John Alexander, 
former professor of geography at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, and 
past president of Inter Varsity Christian Fellowship, with the very first faculty 
forum award for Distinguished Lifetime Contribution to Faith and Scholar- 
ship. Most recently, the forum honored the distinguished sociologist, Rob- 
ert Bellah, author of Habits of the Heart, at its Fall 2004 conference on “Free 
Speech: Academic Freedom and Religious Expression,” fittingly held on the 
campus of the University of California, Berkeley. 

Responding to mounting stateside requests for all-day and weekend pro- 
gramming for readers of Lewis, the C. S. Lewis Foundation conducted its first 
city-wide, all day C. S. Lewis conference at TMI in San Antonio, Texas in 
2000. This was followed by two major day-long conferences in Austin, Texas, 
the first at St. Edwards University in 2002, the second, addressing the subject 
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“C. S. Lewis on Living Ethically in the Post-Enron Age," convened on the 
campus of the University of Texas, Austin, in April of 2004. 

January of 2001 marked the first ever “Inklings Weekend Retreat” at “The 
Cove,” the beautiful conference facilities of the Billy Graham Training Cen- 
ter in the Smokey Mountains near Asheville, North Carolina. Encouraged 
by the enthusiastic response, this weekend conference not only continues to 
meet annually in the Southeast but has also inspired a similar weekend confer- 
ence in the Southwest. The foundation launched its first annual Southwest 
Regional Retreat at the Episcopal Retreat Center at Camp Allen in Navasota, 
Texas, in November 2003, where it has since settled, returning in 2004 and 
preparing for November 2005, when it will consider The Lion, the Witch and 
the Wardrobe, in anticipation of the December release of the feature film. 

June 2004 witnessed the second Summer Weekend Conference in the 
U.S. at the University of San Diego with the theme: “Wrestling with Cul- 
ture: C. S. Lewis andj. R. R. Tolkien as Spiritual Mentors.” Paul Ford, Peter 
Kreeft, and Joseph Pearce spoke at the gathering, joined by performers Tom 
Key, Fernando Ortega, and Annie Herring. 

As one recalls the words of Bob Dylan’s prophetic lyrics of the sixties in 
“The Times, They Are A-Changing”, one cannot but acknowledge that he was, 
indeed, speaking the truth. It was a truth that registered in very different ways 
depending upon the audience — to the young, rebelling against the old order of 
tradition, it came like a breath of fresh air and a call to arms; to those steeped 
in the ways of faith, it more often came like a dark and threatening foretaste 
of the coming apocalypse. Whatever the response, the remarkable words are 
still worth pondering. Two phrases in Dylan’s lyric give voice to a serious dis- 
position of the C. S. Lewis Foundation in all of its endeavors, not least in the 
course of putting together this rather extraordinary Oxbridge symposium on 
the subject of “Time and Eternity.” 

The first is the appeal to “start swimming” instead of simply complaining. 
Does the Christian community really have anything to say that is truly worth 
hearing? We can lament the prominence of secularists in the media, but where 
is our story? What are we actually doing that is worth reporting? 

The second is the injunction to writers and prophets to “keep your eyes 
wide . . . and don’t speak too soon.” It is the occupational curse of virtually 
all scholars, myself included, to have an opinion on all matters and a ready 
disposition to defend it. It takes grace to be still, to reflect and attend to the 
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opinions of others, affording the Holy Spirit opportunity to open one’s mind 
and imagination to new vistas and new possibilities. As you read the following 
essays on “Time and Eternity,” allow your mind and spirit to wander over ter- 
rain you may not have traversed before. Look! . . . Listen! . . . and then, by all 
means, do heed Blamire’s admonition . . . and speak! 

Yours for the journey, 

Stan Mattson 
President 
C. S. Lewis Foundation 


Introduction 


Th e question of the meaning of time has become “timely” during the present 
transition between decades, centuries, and millennia. More important than 
the portrayal of this period as a cultural event, however, is the consideration of 
profound issues currently under examination by the faith and science commu- 
nities and the inevitable cultural impact of these issues. This book addresses 
one of the most difficult concepts for both science and religion. 

Within religion, the relationship of God to time raises many questions, not 
least of which includes what God can know. As physical beings we live in time, 
but as spiritual beings we are bound for eternity. For this reason, the theme of 
time and eternity has implications for every discipline and vocation. 

Within science, the understanding since Einstein of the relative nature of 
time has been compounded in its complexity by the theoretical understand- 
ing of the multidimensional nature of time at the quantum level. Science and 
religion, each in its turn, have had a major impact upon the social sciences and 
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the arts which frame the cultural context in which scientists and theologians 
pursue their work. 

Physicists are currently exploring the multidimensionality of time, whether 
time had a beginning, and even if time exists. Stephen Hawking has made the 
effort to show that the universe did not necessarily have a temporal beginning 
as Big Bang cosmogeny suggests, because of the significant religious implica- 
tions of a Big Bang beginning of time. On the other end of time, Robert Russell 
is exploring the physics of the new creation. Theologians are questioning God’s 
relationship to time, the meaning of eternity, whether God knows the future, 
and what the implications of a future new heaven and new Earth might mean 
for the existing physical realm. Can physics shed light on how God might have 
spoken through the prophets concerning future events? Does the faith concept 
of the eternal offer any insight to physics? What are the implications of this 
discussion for the classical understanding of God as omniscient, omnipresent, 
and omnipotent? 

How society will view time in the future has tremendous implications 
for the culture as a whole. Different cultures have viewed time differently, as 
the Greek chronos (chronological time) and the Hebrew kairos (appropriate 
time) demonstrate. In the contemporary world, African culture, Asian cul- 
ture, and Western culture have different concepts of time as it relates to life. 
The concept of time has implications for morality and commerce, politics and 
art. One’s concept of time expresses itself in such matters as linear versus non- 
linear thinking. 

For many centuries, theologians and scientists approached their work with 
the assumption that time is constant and absolute throughout the cosmos. The 
physics of Isaac Newton, upon which so many other disciplines depended, en- 
shrined this assumption along with a static view of an eternal universe. When 
Einstein destroyed the old view of the universe, he destroyed the old notion 
of time with it. His theory explained that time is a dimension of the physi- 
cal cosmos like space, and like space it is relative. After one hundred years in 
Einstein’s universe, theology, philosophy, and science have not reached a con- 
sensus within their own disciplines about what time is. 

Though these disciplines lack a consensus or even a prevailing view of the 
nature of time, an overwhelming consensus holds that the implications are 
strikingly important. One of the leading theological concerns of the twentieth 
century involved the knowledge of God. Mainline theologians argued the ques- 
tion in the first half of the century and evangelicals took up the debate in the 
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last decade. The issue hinges on how God relates to the time-space continuum, 
but a surprising number of theologians seem ignorant of the implications of 
Einstein’s theory. At the same time, many theologians still operate as though 
Newton’s conception of time were authoritative. Physicists, on the other hand, 
are torn over whether time actually “exists” or is a mental construct. They 
further question whether it “flows” or exists as a block. The implications of a 
time-space continuum lead to a variety of alternative interpretations. Further 
theories, such as string theory, continue to appear with the disturbing poverty 
of a way to test the theories. 

No single individual has the expertise to examine the breadth of the prob- 
lem; therefore, this collection of essays involves a collaboration of theology, 
philosophy, physics, astronomy, sociology, biblical studies, and history to 
explore the theoretical aspects of the problem and their implications for faith. 
These contributing scholars will provide a basis for other disciplines to explore 
the implications of time and eternity for people of faith. How people under- 
stand time will have some impact on how they use the time they have. 

These essays by no means exhaust the possible options currently under 
consideration. They do, however, suggest the kinds of questions which require 
attention. These essays also do not represent a consensus among themselves, 
but they illustrate the areas in which Christians may disagree, and they dem- 
onstrate the methodologies, thought processes, and values that form the ingre- 
dients of disagreement. 

The chapters that make up this book were prepared for the 2002 C. S. 
Lewis Summer Institute in Oxford and Cambridge. The institute took as its 
theme “Time and Eternity: the Cosmic Odyssey” and was guided by Ecclesi- 
astes 3:1-14 as a theme text. Though science and religion currently have no 
consensus about the meaning of time and eternity within their own spheres, 
much less in dialogue with one another, the contributors to this volume sug- 
gest several important proposals that may be of help in moving the discus- 
sion forward. In preparation for the institute, the contributors were asked to 
ponder the significant, powerful, dangerous, redemptive ways in which we can 
view time, eternity, and life as people seeking to imagine reality in its divine 
and redemptive fullness. 



Chapter 1 


The Problem of Time in Biblical 
Perspective 


Harry Lee Poe 


Th e Bible forms the background for any discussion of science and religion in 
the West. Whether one accepts its authority as revelation by God or regards it 
as a collection of culturally framed, disconnected beliefs collected over a period 
of centuries, the Bible forms the context for faith or skepticism. The dominant 
religious view in the West for the last fifteen hundred years has been Chris- 
tianity. In this context, modern science as it is practiced all over the world 
developed. Each religious tradition that engages modern science has its own 
points of conflict with science that arise from each religion’s understanding of 
the world as people experience it. Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam, to name a 
few, have their own issues with science, and science likewise has issues of dif- 
ference with each religion. In the West, however, one of the greatest areas of 
misunderstanding, but also of fruitful discussion, concerns time. 

For centuries, the Bible served as the foundational source for the West- 
ern understanding of reality. People of learning saw no conflict between what 
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the Bible could teach us as the revealed word of God and what the physical 
world could teach us as the handiwork of God. It seemed reasonable to sup- 
pose that God would be consistent in what he said and did. This situation 
continued for several centuries after the emergence of modern science from 
Copernicus onward. In conceiving the scientific method, Francis Bacon (d. 
1625) observed that the obstacle to the discovery of new knowledge lay in 
the philosophical prejudices and presuppositions about the nature of real- 
ity through which people of learning viewed their data. Though Aristotle’s 
philosophy had sparked an interest in the examination of the physical world 
during the high Middle Ages, it also provided a doctrinaire explanation for 
what one found in the physical world. Bacon developed the scientific method 
precisely to liberate the study of the physical world from tradition and the 
speculative metaphysics of philosophical systems, and of Aristotle’s system 
in particular. The arrest of Galileo (d. 1642) illustrates Bacon’s concern. The 
academic community could not tolerate his rejection of Aristotle’s cosmol- 
ogy. The fact that his experimentation, by means of the telescope he had 
invented, demonstrated that the moon is not the perfect sphere Aristotle’s 
philosophy had demanded held little weight against the ingrained philosoph- 
ical view of the academy. 

While the revolution in knowledge of the physical world received a great 
push by Bacon and Galileo, another of their contemporary scholars contrib- 
uted to the revolution in biblical studies. James Ussher (d. 1656) made great 
strides in the critical study of the Hebrew texts of the Bible, as well as in the 
study of documents of the Patristic period in the early church. His study pro- 
ceeded without reliance on tradition, but depended upon examination of the 
texts themselves. Most people know Ussher today, however, as the man who 
calculated the creation of the world at 4004 B.C. based on his study of the 
Hebrew texts. For 150 years, no one had any reason to question the calcula- 
tions of such an eminent and “scientific” scholar, for Ussher embodied Bacon’s 
scientific method. As the Protestant Archbishop of Armagh in the predomi- 
nantly Catholic country of Ireland, Ussher had no difficulty dispensing with 
Rome’s traditional understandings of patristic texts. The author of particu- 
larly pointed assaults on the Church of Rome and a well-known sympathizer 
with the Puritans, Ussher maintained an objective view when distinguishing 
genuine from spurious epistles by St. Ignatius of Antioch. 

In the early nineteenth century, geologists and paleontologists made dis- 
coveries that challenged the long-established dating of the age of the world. 
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Rather than a six thousand year old planet, the new sciences proposed that 
the earth must be millions of years old. Not only did the earth appear to be 
older than Ussher had said, but the forms of life preserved in the fossil record 
suggested that the creation itself had taken more than six days. Men of science 
rose to the occasion. In 1813 Robert Jameson, a Scottish geologist, proposed 
the “Age-Day Theory” of creation whereby the days of Genesis 1 should be 
understood as extended periods of time or ages. 1 In 1823 William Buckland, 
the great Oxford geologist, proposed his famous “Gap Theory” to explain the 
discrepancy between the most recent discoveries of science and Ussher dating. 
The Gap Theory proposed a gap of extended time between Genesis 1:1 and 
1:2 to account for the missing ages. 2 Buckland argued that the geological catas- 
trophes occurred during this gap. Though Jameson and Buckland believed 
that some interpretations of the Bible conflicted with the science of the day, 
they did not repudiate the Bible. The popular imagination, however, is not so 
subtle. 

Once the popular imagination conceived of a discrepancy between the 
Bible and the new knowledge obtained through scientific investigation, Dar- 
win’s concept of natural selection as an explanation for the variety of life forms 
found fertile ground to grow. In the face of the nineteenth-century under- 
standing of the certainty of scientific knowledge, the Bible began to be seen in 
some quarters as unreliable. In the eighteenth century, the intellectual conver- 
sation between science and religion had largely focused on making a case for 
the validity of general revelation (nature) in comparison with the certainty of 
specific revelation (the Bible). By the end of the nineteenth century the very 
notion of revelation from God was under serious attack. 

Conflicting notions of the meaning of time played a major role in the frac- 
ture between science and religion that grew acute after Darwin published On 
the Origin of the Species by Means of Natural Selection (1859). What was not 
apparent in the seventeenth century, the nineteenth century, or the present 
day is that the discrepancy lies between the interpretation of the physical evi- 
dence and Ussher’s interpretation of the biblical texts. Ussher was a modern 
man. He helped to create the modern mindset. He was a product of the age of 
moveable type and, more importantly for our purposes, the mechanical clock. 

Since “the dawn of time” (notice the modern way of thinking about the 
world), people had marked its passage through their experience of the world 
(the movement of the sun, moon, and stars, the crowing of the cock, the 
migration of birds, the color of plants). In the world of Ussher, few individuals 
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owned a clock, but every town of any size had its public clock on a prominent 
tower to regulate the affairs of people. Elegant people of the modern world 
dine at eight o’clock. Premodern people eat when they are hungry. Modern 
industry performs its functions under exacting schedules and timetables for 
production and delivery. Traditional agriculture, however, operates under a 
different understanding of time. Farmers do not harvest crops on September 
1, but when the crop is ripe. 

The measurement of time goes back thousands of years as many cultures 
tracked the motion of the sun, moon, and stars; but the consciousness of mea- 
sured time belonged to the elite of a culture and to the sacred ceremonies. The 
sundial, the hour glass, candles, water clocks, and other elaborate schemes for 
measuring time were tools of the elite of classical and Chinese culture, but the 
measurement of time did not belong to the cultures at large in the same way 
until the mechanical clock appeared. The Roman army used hours to divide 
the day, but the ancient Hebrews knew nothing of hours and minutes. The 
Hebrews and people like them needed no more precision than vague terms 
like “morning,” “evening,” and “the third watch of the night.” Even though the 
watch in the night suggests a division of time, it actually involves a human 
activity or quality of how the time was spent. 

The Greeks introduced the Western world to a concept of time that can 
be quantified and measured out like space. This concept of time is known by 
its Greek name, chronos, from which we derive the term chronology. Chronos 
time is the time of science, for it allows measurement. Without chronos time, 
scientific measurement would be difficult to conceive or develop. Chemistry 
and physics depend upon measurements that take place within prescribed 
periods of time. The Hebrew concept of time, on the other hand, has an 
entirely different orientation. Instead of quantity, it is concerned with qual- 
ity. It is referred to as kairos time. Kairos does not concern itself so much with 
when or for how long something happened. The modern world has little use 
for this concept, though it is preserved in expressions like “A good time was 
had by all.” 

The distinction between chronos and kairos can be seen in the Bible in 
descriptions of the birth ofjesus. From the Jewish perspective, Jesus was born 
when “the days were accomplished” (Luke 2:6 AV), but from the Greek per- 
spective, he was born during the reign of Augustus Caesar when Quirinius 
was first governor of Syria (Luke 2:1-2). From the Jewish perspective, the 
incarnation and atonement of Christ came in “the fullness of time” (Gal 4:4), 
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but from the Greek perspective it began with his birth during the reign of 
Herod the Great and finished with his crucifixion under Roman governor 
Pontius Pilate when Herod Antipas was tetrarch of Galilee and Caiaphas was 
high priest (Matt 2:1; Luke 23:1, 7; John 18:13). From the kairos perspec- 
tive, Paul could say that “at the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Rom 
5:6), but from a chronos perspective, Jesus suffered under Pontius Pilate (Acts 
13:28). The Hebrew concept of time allowed for the same sort of dating of 
events in terms of the reigns of kings, such as Isaiah’s vision which took place 
in the year that King Uzziah died (Isa 6:1), but the orientation is to mark 
time by significant events in the course of life. People in the modern world 
will still date events in this way as do the people of Louisville, Kentucky, who 
remember the great Ohio River flood or the tornado of 1974. The reign of 
a decadent king has a general dating: “Now in the eighteenth year of King 
Jeroboam son of Nebat, Abijam began to reign over Judah. He reigned for 
three years in Jerusalem” (1 Kgs 15:1-2). Ezekiel dated his call meticulously 
down to the day from the catastrophe of the fall ofjerusalem: “In the thirtieth 
year, in the fourth month on the fifth day of the month, as I was among the 
exiles by the river Chebar, the heavens were opened and I saw visions of God” 
(Ezek 1:1). 

The contrast between chronos and kairos also appears in the Passion nar- 
ratives of the gospels. Both Greek and Hebrew culture met in first-century 
Palestine. Greek culture had conquered Rome even though the Roman army 
had conquered Greece. The gospels mix the Hebrew concept of time with 
the Greek concept of time that had come into common usage in the Roman 
Empire in which Jesus lived and through which the Christian faith spread. 
The Romans divided the day into hours; Hebrew saw each day as a whole and 
only spoke of the quality of different aspects of the day, such as, the cool of the 
day or the heat of the day. By Roman reckoning, the day began at dawn, thus, 
Jesus was crucified at the sixth hour (noon) and remained on the cross until 
the ninth hour (Luke 23:44). Byjewish reckoning, however, the day began at 
sunset, and the day after the crucifixion was the Sabbath. So as not to defile 
the Sabbath with crucified bodies, those being crucified had to be killed rather 
than drawing out the slow death of crucifixion (John 19:31-42). It was a simple 
difference in understanding of the nature of a day. The Hebrews understood 
that the day began in darkness but was overpowered by the light. The Greeks, 
on the other hand, believed that the day began with light and slowly died. For 
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the Hebrews, each day was new, but for the Greeks there was an endless cycle 
of death and rebirth. 

Different understandings of the meaning of time also appear imbed- 
ded in the languages people use. Language reflects the thought processes and 
understandings of people. The Hebrew language has no tenses to its verbs. 
Hebrew verbs do not express past, present, or future tense. Instead, Hebrew 
verbs describe the quality of the action. The verbs describe completed action or 
incomplete action. The Hebrew language expresses its strong sense of the linear 
movement of time through other words or phrases; such as, the days are coming, 
at that time, now, then, once, and when. What does a translator do when they 
translate a language without tenses into a language that has tenses? Translation 
involves more than merely finding the word in another language that has the 
equivalent meaning. Language involves more than naming objects. Some two 
hundred or so years before the birth of Christ, Jewish scholars in Alexandria 
translated the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek for the Hellenistic Jewish com- 
munity that had grown in Egypt after the fall of Jerusalem. This translation, 
known as the Septuagint, began a tradition of rendering the language of the 
Bible into a language that had a different concept of time. Modern translations 
of the Hebrew Scriptures into English continue this tradition. 

The Beginning 

The first example of the clash between the Hebrew understanding of time and 
the Greek understanding appears with the first word in the Bible. English 
translations render it “in the beginning.” A casual survey of the seemingly 
endless stream of new translations of the Bible illustrates how deeply rooted 
the Greek understanding of time affects our reading of the Scriptures. This 
traditional way of translating the word is followed by the Authorized Version 
of 1611 (Kingjames), the New American Standard Version, the New Inter- 
national Version, the English Standard Version, the Jerusalem Bible, and the 
New Living Translation, to name but a few. Several translations add a foot- 
note and give an alternative translation there: “When God began to create. 
. . .” These translations include the New English Bible, the New American 
Bible, the New Jewish Publication Society Version, the Revised Standard 
Version, and the Anchor Bible. While these translations vary greatly on how 
they treat texts throughout the Bible, they march together on this word. The 
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word bereshith includes the prefix preposition (be) that is rendered in English 
as “in.” What is missing from the word is the Hebrew definite article (ha). 

What is the difference between “in the beginning” and “in beginning”? 
When the Hebrew scholars in Alexandria translated the Scriptures into 
Greek, they kept the Hebrew emphasis. Though Greek has a definite article 
just as Hebrew and English do, the Septuagint retained the Hebrew form with 
en arche (in beginning). Some three hundred years later, John used the same 
phrase as it is found in the Septuagint to begin his gospel. When Jews trans- 
lated the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek two thousand years ago, they carried 
over the Hebrew concept of time, but when Gentiles under the influence of 
twenty-five-hundred years of Greek philosophy translate Hebrew, they tended 
to read the Greek understanding of time into the text. 

The first translation of the Hebrew text by a Gentile took place when St. 
Jerome produced the Vulgate (c. 405), the Latin version of the Bible that served 
as the standard version in the West until the vernacular translations began to 
appear a thousand years later. The Vulgate begins in principio (in beginning), 
but the second lesson in standard Latin grammars explains that Latin has no 
word for “the.” It does not express the indefinite or the definite article. In the 
late middle ages when vernacular translations of Latin texts began to appear 
for popular consumption, scholars had grown used to adjusting the Latin by 
inserting “a” or “the” where they saw fit. By the time the Bible was being trans- 
lated into European languages, the translators were adjusting the text to fit the 
way they saw the world. 

While the Greek concept of time focuses on when something happened 
and the measurement of the duration of action, the Hebrew concept of 
time focuses on the quality of the time, and therefore on the verbs. It is not 
incidental that all words in the Hebrew language are derived from verbs. The 
focal point of Genesis 1:1 is the word bara (create). It is a “perfect” verb, which 
means that it denotes completed action. The action of a perfect verb may be 
completed in the past, present or future. It is not unusual for the prophets of 
Israel to describe a future event as a past event or a completed action because 
it is something that God will do; therefore, it is as good as completed. The 
first verse of Genesis describes creation as a completed action before it has even 
taken place! The fact that God began creation means that God completes cre- 
ation. It is an accomplished fact, regardless of the quantity of time involved. 
In the face of alternative explanations for the physical world, ranging from the 
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nature religions of the ancient world to the philosophical explanations of the 
Greeks, the Hebrews affirmed that everything came from God. 

Some modern translations offer the alternative translation “when God 
began to create” in a footnote. The problem with this translation is that it has 
changed the quality of action of the verb from completed action to incom- 
plete action. The difference has a great deal to do with what kind of universe 
exists. The Babylonians believed that a watery chaos preceded the creation of 
the world we know. By changing the verb to an imperfect, we are left with 
a dualistic universe in which the divine exists alongside chaotic matter. This 
view would fit well with Aristotle, but it is precisely this view that the Genesis 
account of creation rejects. The proper way to translate the first word of Gen- 
esis has perplexed scholars since the Middle Ages when Aristotle first began 
to influence Western thought again . 3 While scholars argue over whether the 
absence of the definite article precludes a reference to time, we should also 
note that this one occurrence stands in a unique relationship to the rest of the 
usages of the word in Hebrew. Whatever we make of it, it is not only the first 
word in the text or the first word in the creation account, but the first reference 
to temporality in the Bible. It does not yet have the two directions of tempo- 
rality (past and future) from which to identify itself. Within the Hebrew con- 
cept of time with its linear direction, people are identified by their forebears 
and their offspring. This is a unique moment, for nothing has gone before and 
nothing has yet come after. 

Having affirmed the completion of creation in the first verse, the rest of 
the first chapter of Genesis describes the variety in the creative activity of God. 
Over a cycle of seven days, God creates in different ways. God calls forth the 
light directly, but note the quality of the verb. It is not in the imperative mood 
of a command: “Be light!” Instead, it is in the voluntative form: “Let there be 
light.” God expresses his will and light results, but not through coercion or 
even exertion. The Genesis account lacks the exotic character of the origins 
mythologies of the nature religions. It involves no struggle, no combat to the 
death, no uncertainty about the outcome, no rivalry, no suspense. In simplis- 
tic terms, the voluntative mood has a voluntary quality to it. In addition to 
being in the voluntative mood, the verbs involved in the creation of light are 
imperfect. An imperfect verb denotes incomplete or ongoing action. A literal 
rendering of this passage would read, “And then God began to say, ‘Let there 
begin to be light.’ ” 4 In the Hebrew mindset, creation is not a static event, but a 
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continuing activity of God, so much so that Solomon would complain about 
the monotony of it all (Eccl 1:5). 

The dynamic character of creation as an ongoing action continues in the 
description of the creative activity of God in the first chapter of Genesis. The 
use of the imperfect verb describes the activity across the realm of creation: 

light —1:3 

the firmament — 1:6 

dry land and the seas — 1:9-10 

vegetation — 1:11 

celestial bodies — 1:14 

creatures of the water and air — 1:20 

land creatures — 1:24 


Interestingly enough, this verb form of continuing action also appears in rela- 
tion to people (1:26-27). 

Of course, the biggest conflict between the text of Genesis and modern 
cosmology is that Genesis claims that creation was accomplished in seven days 
while modern cosmology describes a process over billions of years. Again, the 
modern translators have imposed on the Hebrew text a Greek understanding 
of time. Note the time sequence described in modern translations: 


The first day: 
The second day: 
The third day: 

The fourth day: 


The fifth day: 
The sixth day: 
The seventh day: 


light is created and separated from darkness, 
the firmament is created to separate the elements. 

dry land appears and the elements are further sepa- 
rated; vegetation emerges on the land. 

the stars, galaxies, and other celestial bodies appear, 
but they are the means of separating light and darkness 
described in the first day. 

living creatures appear in the water and take to the 
sky. 

living creatures appear on land; God makes humans in 
his image. 

God stops creating. 
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“‘In the Hebrew text, the definite article is missing again. Verse five is not 
“the first day.” The activity of verses 3-5 occurs “one day.” The firmament is 
not made on “the second day” (v. 8), but on “a second day.” This pattern con- 
tinues throughout until the appearance of land animals which takes place on 
“the sixth day.” Consider the difference in meaning. 5 With the definite article, 
the events transpire in sequence on consecutive days, as any Westerner would 
expect. Without the definite article, however, the relationship takes a different 
shape. The relationship is based on quality of action rather than on temporal 
sequence. 

Consider the days of a month: 

July 1 is the first day. 

July 2 is the second day. 

July 3 is the third day. 

July 4 is the fourth day. 

July 5 is the fifth day. 

July 6 is the sixth day. 

July 7 is the seventh day. 

This sequence represents the Western understanding of the sequence of days 
in the Hebrew text with the definite article. If we change the definite article to 
an indefinite article, however, we see a different pattern: 

July 1 is one day. 

July 14 is a second day. 

July 23 is a third day. 

August 6 is a fourth day. 

September 18 is a fifth day. 

September 19 is the sixth day. 

December 10 is the seventh day. 

This sequence represents one day, a second day, a third day, and so forth. The 
combination of the imperfect verbs with their continuing action and the indef- 
inite ordinal numerals paints a picture of an open view of time. The time frame 
could be vast: 
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December 25, 800, is one day. 

June 15, 1215, is a second day. 

May 29, 1453, is a third day. 

October 12, 1492, is a fourth day. 

October 31, 1517, is a fifth day. 

July 4, 1776, is the sixth day. 

June 6, 1944, is the seventh day. 

Even with the vast expanse of time between days, this sequence still follows the 
Western pattern of thought. 

The pattern of Genesis, with its concern for quality of action, follows a 
different sequence. The numbers certainly imply sequence, but a second day 
need not come chronologically before a third day. These can be days out of 
order since they are not defined by a definite article. Thus, the chronological 
sequence of days could be: 

July 1 is one day. 

July 4 is a second day. 

July 2 is a third day. 

July 5 is a fourth day. 

July 3 is a fifth day. 

July 6 is the sixth day. 

July 7 is the seventh day. 


In fact, this sequence seems to be the pattern of action in Genesis. Light is 
created on one day and ornamented later (a fourth day). Water is created 
on a second day and ornamented later (a fifth day). Dry land is created on a 
third day and ornamented later (the sixth day). On the seventh day God rests 
because creation is complete. In the prophetic sense, the seventh day could 
even lie in the future, such as the expected Day of the Lord, because of the sud- 
den change from indicative to intensive mood. God does not simply begin to 
rest, but intensively begins to rest. The book of Hebrews suggests that entering 
into God’s rest is an eschatological event (Heb 3:7—4:11). 
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The Representational Quality of Numbers 

At this point, a word must be said about the significance of the number seven 
in Hebrew thought. Seven is a symbolic number that denotes completeness or 
totality. It does not mean what a mathematician means by the number seven in 
many cases, but it can mean the sum of three plus four. Whenever the number 
seven appears in a biblical text, the reader should be alert to the point being 
made. Note the assurance God gives Cain: “Whoever kills Cain will suffer a 
sevenfold vengeance” (Gen 4:15). In the seventh generation from Adam, note 
how Lamech has corrupted the idea of vengeance (justice): 


"Adah and Zillah, hear my voice; 

you wives of Lamech, listen to what I say: 

I have killed a man for wounding me, 
a young man for stiking me. 

If Cain is avenged sevenfold, 

truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold.’’ (Gen 4:23-24) 


In the span of a few verses, we can see that full, complete, or perfect ven- 
geance (justice) is represented by seven. The flowering of human corruption 
has reached fullness, completion, or perfection by the seventh generation. The 
full, complete, or perfect corruption of divine justice and the appropriation 
to humanity of the divine prerogative is represented by a seventy-seven fold 
exertion of violence. Compare Lamech’s view of vengeance with the teachings 
of Jesus on forgiveness: 


Then Peter came to Jesus and said to him, "Lord, if another member 
of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven 
times?” 

Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times." 

(Matt 18:21-22) 


In the Hebrew mind, the number seven represented a quality of perfection 
about whatever it modified, rather than representing merely a quantity. By the 
first century, this old mindset was already breaking down under the influence 
of the succession of Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman captivities. Peter 
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retained the old form of speech, but he seems to have given the form a quanti- 
tative meaning. If he forgave his brother seven times, by count, then he had sat- 
isfied all that could be reasonably expected of him. Jesus counters by retaining 
the old understanding of perfection. Seventy-seven times of forgiveness does 
not represent a quantity, but a quality of life. Jesus exhorts Peter to lead a life 
ot forgiveness. It will not end at seventy-seven or seventy-seven thousand. 

The use of the number seven appears throughout the Hebrew and Chris- 
tian Scriptures. It moved from the symbolic to the concrete in the ritual cere- 
monies of the law in which activities take place over a period of seven days (Lev 
8:33), or some action takes place seven times (Lev 4:6), or items are grouped 
by sevens (Lev 23:18). The ceremonial lampstand of the tabernacle had three 
branches on either side of the central lampstand 
(Exod 37:17-24). This seven-cupped lampstand, or 
menorah, visually represents the faith in Yahweh who 
created all things. Notice how the three branches on 
each side of the central light correspond to the days 
of creation and how day one on one side is balanced 
by day four on the other side (Figure 1.1). Day two 
on one side balances day five on the other side. Day 
three on one side balances day six on the other side. 

The menorah visually represents the parallelism of 
Hebrew poetic thought in sacred worship of the God 
of Creation. 



The End 

While the opening of Genesis poses one set of problems for the modern notion 
of time, the book of Revelation poses another set of problems related to time 
at the end of the Bible. Revelation presents a picture of the end of this world. 
It contains many references to time and periods of time. Just as Archbishop 
Ussher introduced a modern scientific paradigm for calculating the beginning 
of the world, a variety of attempts have been made to calculate the end of the 
world based on the references to time in Revelation. These attempts have been 
undergirded by the assumption that the Bible works like a mathematical for- 
mula in which it is only necessary to substitute the correct starting date in 
order to calculate correctly the date of the second coming of Christ. 
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The second coming has always been an article of faith for Christian believ- 
ers, just as a form of the day of judgment is found in Judaism and Islam. In the 
early church, however, the Hebrew mindset in which the imagery of Revelation 
is framed did not survive the first century. Christianity soon became a Gentile 
religion with a Greek mindset prone to calculation. In the second century, 
a heightened expectation of the return of Christ occurred when Montanus, 
a former priest of the oracle of Cybele, announced that it had been revealed 
to him that Christ would return to Phrygia where Montanus lived (c. 170). 
Montanus gathered a great following that stressed asceticism, ecstatic tongues, 
and prophetic utterances. The movement continued for several centuries after 
the death of Montanus, but Christ never came to Phrygia. Montanus failed 
the test of a prophet. The return of Christ would reemerge as a major motif of 
faith during times of great persecution or calamity throughout the ancient and 
medieval period and into modern times. 

In 1453 when the Turks captured the great city of Constantinople and 
brought the last of the Roman Empire to an end, the Eastern Church faced 
such a calamity. They had never known a time when church and empire had 
not existed together. The beginning of the end was signaled by the fall of the 
holy city of Constantinople, where God’s chosen servant sat upon the imperial 
throne. Likewise, the Russian Church calculated that Christ would return in 
1492, based on their interpretation of time in Revelation. So confident were 
they that they did not bother to calculate the church calendar for 1492, The 
failure of Christ to appear created another crisis until the Russians decided 
that, just as God had moved the seat of the empire from Rome to Constanti- 
nople, he had now moved the seat of the empire to Moscow. The Grand Duke 
assumed the ancient title of Caesar, which in Russian is Czar, and Moscow has 
been known ever since as the third Rome. 

Savonarola (d. 1498) convinced the citizens of Florence that the return of 
Christ was just around the corner, and the citizens responded by driving the 
ruling Medici family out of town. During the Reformation, the Anabaptists 
of Munster took over their city in 1534 and set up an apocalyptic govern- 
ment in expectation of the immediate return of Christ. During the English 
civil war and interregnum, a millenarian movement known as the Fifth Mon- 
archy expected to usher in the return of Christ by ending the remnants of 
the old fourth monarchy. Their attempted insurrection in 1662 following the 
restoration of Charles II only resulted in the enactment of the fierce measures 
of persecution against nonconformists that would continue in force until the 
Reform Bill of 1832. 
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Religious sects since the Enlightenment, like the Shakers, the Mormons, 
and the Jehovah’s Witnesses, have all had a strong element of apocalyptic 
expectation. From time to time, small sects grow violent, like the Jim Jones 
cult. The Dispensational Movement of the late nineteenth century swept 
across the boundaries of the American denominations that came from Eng- 
land, primarily the Presbyterians, the Congregationalists, the Methodists, and 
the Baptists. Smaller emigrant evangelical denominations also were swept up 
in the movement that sought to understand God’s timetable for the end of 
the world. The most important single instrument in the spread of Dispensa- 
tionalism was the Scofield Reference Bible. In his introduction, C. I. Scofield 
complained that the old system of reference was “unscientific.” 6 

In his widely distributed booklet, 88 Reasons Why the Rapture Will Be in 
1988, Edgar C. Whisenant went to great pains to insure that both the Jewish 
lunar calendar and the Gregorian solar calendar were taken into consideration 
and that all “mathematical calculations ... fit perfectly together.” 7 One passage 
from his booklet illustrates how Whisenant’s modern worldview dominates 
his reading of Scripture: 


God used the Seven Feasts of Israel to tie together the 69th and the 70th week 
of Daniel. The 69th and the 70th weeks of Daniel are 1,958 years apart (cover- 
ing the Church Age). 

The 69th week of Daniel ended 6 April 30 A.D. at the closing of Jesus’ 
tomb. The 70th week of Daniel starts with the Day of Atonement 1988 when 
Antichrist signs the Seven-Year Peace Pact with Israel on 21 Sept. 1988, and 
the 70th week of Daniel ends seven Jewish years later on the Day of Atonement 
1995, at the battle of Armageddon, 4 Oct. 1995, thus lasting seven Jewish years. 
(Note: The next paragraph is extremely important.) 

Lunar dates of the last three Feasts of Israel for the years 1988 through 
1995 provide the beginning and the ending dates for the count of days given by 
God in Ezekiel, Daniel, and Revelation and verify beyond any reasonable doubt 
that from the Day of Atonement 1988 through the Day of Atonement 1995 is 
the 70th week of Daniel, (This single fact is the unchallengeable proof that this 
book is correct and true.) 8 

Whisenant and others who try to read Revelation (together with Daniel and 
Ezekiel) as a scientific text with his understanding of time, must stop the clock 
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and restart it to make their calculations come out right. Whisenant stops his 
clock at the resurrection of Christ and restarts it with the establishment ot the 
modern state of Israel. 

For centuries, people have imposed their contemporary scientific under- 
standings upon the text of Revelation (and Daniel) to interpret the meaning of 
time. If the representation of the creation of the world in a sevenfold cycle has 
profound implications for the interpretation of the concept of time in Genesis, 
the presence of the sevenfold cycle in Revelation cannot be stressed enough 
either. In Genesis, the “days” are not necessarily periods of sequential time or 
periods of the same duration. In Revelation, the multiplication of sevenfold 
events, activities, and periods of time amplifies the need to understand Revela- 
tion from a Hebrew, rather than a Greek, perspective. 

The Greek desire to measure and divide into equal intervals has led to 
manifold misinterpretations of Revelation over the centuries. John piles up 
the clues, however, that Revelation expresses a Hebrew understanding of 
time and numerology. Note the repetition of “seven” in the opening verses of 
Revelation: 

seven churches — 1:4 
seven spirits — 1:4 
seven lampstands — 1:12 
seven stars — 1:16. 

We know there were more than seven churches in the province of Asia — 
Colosse for instance — but seven represents the complete church in Asia. Chris- 
tians have a difficult enough time explaining God as Father, Son, and Spirit 
without discovering there is not one, but seven Spirits of God (1:4). Again, the 
use of the number seven conveys the completeness of the Holy Spirit of God. 
The seven candlesticks are not lampstands, but the churches of Christ (1:20) 
while the seven stars are not stars, but the angels of the churches (1:20). 

For those who try to calculate the timing of events in Revelation, three 
series of seven events take center stage. These events are the opening of seven 
seals (6:1-17, 8:1-5), the blowing of seven trumpets (8:6—9:21, 11:15-19), and 
the pouring out of seven bowls of wrath (16:1-21). Instead of three chrono- 
logically sequential series of events, these three series probably represent only 
one series that has been presented three times in the Trinitarian formula. 9 
The Synoptic Gospels contain a discourse by Jesus to his disciples prompted 
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by their request to know the sign of “the end of the age” (Matt 24:3). This dis- 
course is often referred to as the Tittle apocalypse” (Matt 24:4-31; Mk. 13:3- 
27; Luke 21:7-27). Jesus lays out a series of things that will characterize the 
present age until the end. 10 His series compares remarkably with the descrip- 
tions of the seven seals, the seven trumpets, and the seven bowls (Figure 1.2). 

One may argue legitimately that the descriptions vary. They are not at all 
identical. This is an observation in keeping with the Greek mindset. Within 
the Hebrew mindset, however, a point is made by saying the same thing two 
or more times in different ways. Jesus explained lostness in terms of a lost 
sheep, a lost coin, and a lost son. The descriptions are quite different, but they 
make the same point. We find this method throughout the teachings of Jesus 
on the kingdom, and throughout the Hebrew Scriptures. Hebrew parallelism 
depends upon saying the same thing different ways: 

Create in me a clean heart, O God, 

And renew a right spirit within me. (Ps 51:10 AV) 

In this famous psalm, create and renew stand in parallel or equivalent relation- 
ship to one another, as do clean heart and right spirit. In the same way, Revela- 
tion reiterates its message with a variety of images. 

The little apocalypse is a straightforward narrative, but Revelation is full 
of the imagery of Daniel, Ezekiel, and the apocalyptic tradition of the intertes- 
tamental period. Despite its straight narrative form, the little apocalypse is not 
chronologically sequential. Just as we saw the creative activity of “the” fourth 
day linked to “the” first day in Genesis, Jesus does not mention everything in 
chronological order. Though persecution is mentioned fifth, Jesus says that the 
persecutions will precede everything else (“But before all this . . .” Luke 21:12). 
In the same way, the seals, the trumpets, and the bowls are interrupted with 
interludes out of sequence. John sees things, but the things that he sees do 
not necessarily have a sequential correlation. He sees them without temporal 
reference. He sees the 144,000 and the multitude clothed in white (Rev 7). He 
sees the two witnesses (Rev 11:1-14). He sees the woman and the dragon (Rev 
12). He sees one beast come out of the sea and another come out of the earth 
(Rev 13). He sees the 144,000 with the Lamb and the harvest of the earth 
(Rev 14). He sees the whore of Babylon and her fall (Rev 17—18). He hears 
the great hallelujah and sees the victory of the white rider (Rev 19). He sees 
the thousand year reign and the last judgment (Rev 20). Finally, he sees the 
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new heaven and new earth (Rev 21—22). The visions he sees in the interludes 
between seals, trumpets, and bowls, appear to amplify the significance of what 
happens within the cycles of seven, rather than standing as events in addition 
to the cycles. Time has a direction and a goal, but the meaning of time is not 
found in chronological sequence. Still, the incarnation, the atonement, and 
the resurrection of Christ all occur in the middle of time from a theological 
perspective, and represent the goal. 

Just as Genesis speaks of creation in terms of days, Revelation sets the 
events leading up to the end in the context of days or periods of time. The 
two witnesses prophesy for 1260 days (Rev 11:3). The woman who flees the 
dragon is nourished in the wilderness for 1260 days (Rev 12:6). The Gentiles 
trample the holy city for fortyetwo months (Rev 11:2). The Beast exercises 
authority for fortyetwo months (Rev 13:5). The two dead witnesses lie in the 
street for three and a half days (Rev 11:9). After the dragon is cast down from 
heaven, the woman is nourished in the wilderness for “time, times, and half a 
time” (Rev 12:14). 

People search in vain to establish the “correct” chronology of Revelation 
because it does not contain a chronology. Instead, it has a point of reference for 
the final goal toward which all of creation is moving: the new creation. Revela- 
tion gives a picture of the relationship between time and eternity without any 
particular correlation between the two. At one moment, John views the fall 
of Satan from the heavenly or spiritual realm into time and space. At another 
moment, he views the new creation. From the divine perspective that John is 
allowed to see, there is no particular moment in time and space that might be 
called contemporary or simultaneous with God. People organize their lives, 
their thoughts, and their experience of knowledge and reality through the 
means of time and the sequence of experience. To use the terms of computer 
technology, this temporal organization is a “relational data base.” In Revela- 
tion, however, we see an entirely different experience of awareness that grasps 
human affairs without respect to chronology. This all-embracing grasp cor- 
responds to a “flat file” system of technology that makes many information- 
technology professionals nervous. In this environment, the program grasps the 
data without the need for it to be in an ordered relationship. Revelation con- 
trasts the human chronological experience of time with the divine perspective 
on time that is not experienced by the same rules of logic. 

John receives a glimpse of human affairs from the perspective of eternity, 
but through the lens of fantastic imagery. John is shown a variety of tableaus 
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cloaked in vivid imagery. All of the colors, numbers, gems, creatures, events, 
and objects have a symbolic, metaphorical, sometimes allegorical, and poetic 
meaning; and this kind of meaning applies to conventional time construc- 
tions like days, months, and years as well. Both Revelation and the Genesis 
1 account of creation suggest the problem of confusing the measurement of 
time with time itself. The measurement of time (seconds, minutes, hours, days, 
years) is a human construction. Just as some people measure space by feet and 
inches and other people measure the same space by meters and centimeters, 
some people measure time by the moon and some by the sun. Either one of 
these methods is strange when you come to think of it, but no less strange than 
the method of measuring time by the vibration of atoms! 

At both ends of the Bible (Genesis and Revelation) time meets eternity. 
Just as time and space collapse at the speed of light, the meaning of time blurs 
at the beginning and at the end. The meaning of a day when there is no sun, no 
morning, and no evening loses concrete reference and must give way to poetry 
or the language of analogy. Unfortunately, Bacon and Ussher belonged to the 
generation that killed allegory. What they wanted were cold hard facts — the 
tree of knowledge. Einstein and Bohr belonged to the generation that killed 
poetry altogether, for after the Great War, poetry ceased to be a popular art 
form in the West. 


Conclusion 

A modern person can read the Genesis 1 account of creation and laugh in 
self-satisfied amusement that the creation of stars and galaxies occurs after the 
coalescing of earth. Our modern person may just as well laugh that Hebrew 
words and sentences are read from right to left or that the ancient Hebrew 
alphabet has no vowels! The laughter we hear is of the person who travels 
to another country and complains that those people do not know how to do 
anything right. In the modern period, religious and nonreligious people tend 
to read Genesis from the perspective of a scientific view of life. With the pro- 
found success of modern science at discovering things about the world over the 
last three hundred years, truth came to be understood as brute scientific fact. 
For something to be true, it needed to be true by the standards of scientific 
investigation and experimentation. In the case of the Genesis account of cre- 
ation, the modern person reads the text with concerns about time: the age of 
the universe, the age of the earth, the elapsed time between the appearance of 
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simple life forms and more complex life forms, the proper sequence of events 
and their duration. We tend to regard a nonscientific view of life as ignorant. 
As a result, we have seen in the last hundred years a strident effort by many 
well-meaning believers to defend the Genesis account of creation as a scientific 
statement, while nonbelievers tend to dismiss the Genesis account of creation 
(and the rest of the Bible) because its science is “wrong.” The big theological 
question is not when and for how long creation took place or when Christ shall 
return. Rather, the big theological question concerns whether creation took 
place and whether Christ shall return. 

Amazingly, the Genesis account of creation can tolerate a high level of 
“wrong” science. The modern world commits what C. S. Lewis called “chrono- 
logical snobbery” in thinking that we finally have the right understanding of 
virtually everything . 11 As I have demonstrated in the analysis of the actual 
grammar of the first chapter of Genesis and the Hebrew understanding of 
time, the Genesis account allows a wide variety of scientific views. It tolerated 
Ptolemy and Newton, and it tolerates Einstein. Because of the thrust of the 
imperfect verbs that describe on-going action, it even suggests a continuing 
active involvement of God in the creation of life since life first appeared. Am 
I trying to make Genesis conform to modern science? Emphatically not! That 
was Archbishop Ussher’s mistake, and it has been the mistake of many believ- 
ers in the modern period. What happens when the science changes? Stephen 
Hawking is desperate to find an alternative explanation to the Big Bang theory 
because of its theological implications. 

Time has been the big problem in forcing a scientific view on Genesis, but 
time is also the big embarrassment to science. With the development of the 
atomic clock, people of the modern world have grown increasingly sophisti- 
cated and accurate in how we measure time. Unfortunately, we have grown 
equally unsure about what it is we are measuring, if anything. No consensus 
exists today in the scientific world about the nature and meaning of time. 

While some worldviews regard time as cyclical in nature, the Western 
worldview regards time as unidirectional. It is a movement toward the future 
whose meaning includes change, progress, and improvement. This view comes 
from the biblical perspective of reality, and people in the West live their lives 
with this understanding solidly enthroned. Western people hold to a linear 
view of time even if they have no biblical faith that God created the world in 
the past and will one day judge it and transform it. Science depends upon this 
view in order to operate. 



Chapter 2 


St* Augustine and the Mystery 
of Time 


Timothy George 


I was asked by the program committee of the C. S. Lewis Summer Institute 
to frame my discussion in light of the historical and classical Christian under- 
standing of how God relates to time and eternity. Actually, what I have chosen 
to do is to explore this theme within only one strand of the historic Christian 
tradition. It is, indeed, a decisively influential strand; namely, that of St. Augus- 
tine of Hippo, who lived from 354 to 430, and to whom we are all so much in 
debt as believing Christians across the ages, whom the Church catholic — not 
simply Roman Catholic but the Church universal — remembers as doctor gra- 
tiae (teacher of grace). 

Hans von Campenhausen once said of Augustine that he is the only church 
father who even today remains an intellectual power. Some of us may want to 
argue for a few others being included on that list, perhaps Origen, Athana- 
sius, Tertullian, Cyprian, and the Cappadocians, to go no further. But the fact 
remains that Augustine’s discussion of time and eternity continues to resonate, 
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not only among theologians such as Karl Barth, Jurgen Moltmann, Colin Gun- 
ton, Robert Jensen, and many others, but also among philosophers and post- 
modernist thinkers including Martin Heidegger, Jean Francois Lyotard, and 
Paul Ricoeur. Augustine is still a live quantity with whom we must come to 
terms. Why is this? Perhaps because, like we ourselves, Augustine lived in one 
of those fluid, ecotonic moments of history. Do you know the word ecotone? It 
comes from biology. An ecotone is a place where two distinct ecosystems come 
together, such as an estuary, where the stream of a river meets the pull ot the 
ocean. An ecotone is a place that is inherently unstable, dangerous, ever fluid, 
changing all the time, but also generative, capacious, exploding with new pos- 
sibilities. Now to extrapolate from biology to history, to talk about an ecotonic 
moment of history, it is clear that Augustine lived in that kind of world, at the 
pivotal intersection of two historic epochs that continue to shape our world 
today. And it is increasingly clear that, some 1500 years later, so do we. 

Augustine’s world witnessed the death throes of classical antiquity on the 
one hand and the birth pangs of the Middle Ages on the other. These are terms 
that historians throw around with great flourish — classical antiquity, Middle 
Ages — we know what we mean. But those who lived in the midst of times or 
eras like this saw things quite differently. It is not as though someone woke 
up suddenly one morning in, say, 850 or 1002, and exclaimed, “Ah! I am a 
medieval man!” No, this is a perspective that we place on these eras of history. 
Looking back, it seems to us that we can see that something enormous was 
happening culturally and historically. Augustine lived at the intersection of the 
dying of one culture and the slow and painful birthing of another. 

Rome was meant to be eternal, Roma aeterna, but on August 24, 410, 
Alaric the Visigoth sacked the city and left it in rubble. His name itself con- 
notes harshness and terror — Alaric the Visigoth — a figure no less terrifying 
to Augustine’s world than Osama Bin Laden is to ours. This was a shock to 
Augustine and to his world. In faraway Bethlehem, St. Jerome, that ascetic 
scholar who had translated the Holy Scriptures into Latin, was, at the moment 
he heard about the sack of Rome, busily working on his commentary on Eze- 
kiel. When he heard this news in Bethlehem he put away his manuscripts and 
sat stupefied in silence for three days. 

Why did the Roman ideal, a worldview on which an entire culture had 
based its values and hopes, collapse with such sudden swiftness? Why had the 
gods abandoned Rome? How had eternity been so brutally ravaged by time? 
Indeed, quid est ergo tempus — what, therefore, is time? This was the question 
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Augustine pursued. He had already explored this theme so presciently in 
The Confessions, particularly in books 10 and 11. He returned to it again in 
The City of God which he began to write as a response to the criticism against 
Christians related to the fall of Rome. One of the arguments was that Rome 
had fallen because the Christians had abandoned the pagan gods. Now that 
the Christians were in charge of things, evidently the gods had abandoned 
Rome. Augustine began to respond to that argument in his massive The City 
of God, which he wrote over a period of fifteen years from 411 until 426, four 
years before his death, just when a new wave of barbarians, the Vandals, were 
beginning their assault on his native North Africa. 

The Spirituality of Time 

I want to retrace just a little bit of Augustine’s rather complex argument about 
the nature of time that was prompted by this historical event. But we must first 
look for what motivated him at a deeper level, for there was something deeper 
at work than just a response to current events. This is how Augustine begins 
book 11 of The Confessions: 

Eternity belongs to you, O Lord, so surely you can neither be ignorant of what I 
am telling you, nor view what happens in time as though you were conditioned 
by time yourself? Why then, am I relating all this to you at such length? Certainly 
not in order to inform you. I do it to arouse my own loving devotion toward you, 
and that of my readers, so that together we may declare Great is the Lord and 
exceedingly worthy of praise. ... It is out of love for loving you that I do this. 1 

You feel the devotional pull of those words, don’t you? Augustine’s discus- 
sion of time and eternity is not an exercise in philosophical theology; it is rather 
an attempt at spiritual direction. Augustine does not explore the problem of 
time out of what the Middle Ages would all vana curiositas (empty specula- 
tion), simply in order to scratch the itch of his intellectual curiosity. Rather, 
he does this as a personal commentary as the opening lines of The Confessions 
indicate: “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless 
until they find their rest in you” (1.1.1). 

Again and again in The Confessions, as indeed throughout his entire mas- 
sive corpus of some 360 separate treatises, Augustine is ever-concerned with 
matters of the heart. About those whose affections are set on things that are 
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passing away, he says, “Their heart flutters about between the changes of past 
and future found in created things, and an empty heart it remains.” Or again, 
“Who shall take hold of the human heart, to make it stand still, and see how 
eternity . . . ordains future and past times?” (11.11.13) Always it is the heart 
that matters. Whatever St. Augustine has to teach us about the mystery of time 
and eternity, it is for the purpose of pilgrimage. This is one of his great words: 
peregrinatio (pilgrimage). Pilgrimage is not the restless wandering of Odysseus, 
but a different kind of odyssey — a journey with a telos — with a goal toward 
that City with Foundations whose builder and maker is God. As St. Anselm 
would put it so famously, all of our thinking about God, about time and eter- 
nity, is a form of “faith seeking understanding” (/ides q uaerens intellectum) , lead- 
ing towards vision, the beatific vision St. Paul described as an intimate and 
perpetual knowing and seeing“face to face” (1 Cor 13:12). 

One other thing Augustine never lets us forget: the proper disposition for 
approaching the question of time and eternity is humility. Augustine is forever 
confessing his ignorance and lack of understanding about so deep a mystery. 
The appropriate mood is interrogative, or at best subjunctive; not declarative, 
much less imperative. “I am asking questions, Father; not making assertions,” 
he says (11.17.22). “To whom shall I confess my stupidity with greater profit 
than to you?” (11.22.28) It is a good thing to tell God every now and then just 
how stupid you are! Augustine does this all the time. “Even if I had the skill to 
master and explain everything completely,” he says, “I am limited by the drip- 
ping moments of time” (11.2.2). Doubtless this phrase, “the dripping moments 
of time,” is a reference to what was called a clepsydra . It was a water clock which 
measured time by the slow dripping of a known quantity of water — very com- 
mon in Augustine’s world. The dripping moments of time — drip, drip, drip. 

Because the God of eternity chooses to make his home with the humble- 
hearted, then we must pray with Augustine as we enter this exploration: 


O Lord . . . hearken to my soul. Hear me as I cry from the depths . . . Yours is the 
day; yours the night, a sign from you sends minutes speeding by; spare in their 
fleeting course a space for us to ponder the hidden wonders of your law: shut it 
not against us as we knock. (11.2.3) 

This approach is very much in keeping with the perspective of C. S. Lewis. 
In the very first lines of his little essay, “Time and Beyond Time,” printed as a 
chapter in Mere Christianity, Lewis says to the reader, “if you wish, you might 
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as well skip this chapter ” 2 Lewis tells his readers that some of them may be 
interested in exploring the problem of time, while others may find the topic 
confusing and unhelpful. Next, he proceeds to discuss his understanding of 
time which, with certain twists and contortions, is very much from an Augus- 
tinian perspective. Then at the end of that chapter, he declares: 

This idea has helped me a good deal. If it does not help you, leave it alone. It is 
a “Christian idea" in the sense that great and wise Christians have held it and 
there is nothing in it contrary to Christianity. But it is not in the Bible or any of 
the creeds. You can be a perfectly good Christian without accepting it, or indeed 
without thinking of the matter at all. 3 

That is an interesting statement from someone who thought about it a 
great deal! But this is very much in keeping with what Augustine was saying 
as well. As we come to this topic we recognize it is a mystery, and, as Jaroslav 
Pelikan has wisely said, to disclose a mystery is not the same thing as to dispel 
it . 4 The mystery remains, however deeply we probe it and try to understand it. 

The spirituality of time — that is what we have been discussing — per- 
meates everything Augustine writes. His commentary on time is a prayer, as 
indeed the entire Confessions is a prayer. This means that everything we say and 
think about time and eternity we say and think in the presence of God, coram 
Deo, not as a mere intellectual exercise, not in order to out-think somebody 
else, or try to, but rather as a way of coming before God and offering our lives 
to him as a form of faith seeking understanding, leading toward vision. 

With this in mind, we turn now to look at three aspects of the Augustin- 
ian perspective on time. First, I will examine the evanescence of time, by which 
I mean the elusive quality of time as we experience it. Secondly, I will explore 
time understood as a creature of God. Finally, I will consider time as the arena 
of redemption and of hope — time itself as something in which God has acted 
decisively to redeem this world — and us in it — through the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

The Evanescence of Time 

We will end with Christ, but that is not where Augustine begins. In that sense 
he is a very modern person. Nowhere, in fact, does Augustine seem more our 
contemporary than in his analysis of time as an elusive reality — a vanishing 
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ephemeral moment that has no permanence or stability. The poet Schiller put 
it like this: 


Three-fold the stride of time from first to last. 
Loitering slow, the future creepeth. 
Arrow-swift the present sweepeth. 

And motionless forever stands the past . 5 


Augustine put it this way: “So indeed we cannot truly say that time exists 
except insofar as it tends to non-being.” Time is something elusive that slips 
the more swiftly through our fingers the more we try to analyze it or even to 
measure it . 6 The past no longer exists. It was once ours, but it is no longer. We 
cannot recall it, reclaim it, reshape it, however much we may resent it, decry it, 
or lament it. It’s gone forever. 

The finality and indelibility of the past is a kind of dead weight, and it is 
a dead weight that supports much of the pessimism and nihilism of our own 
times. The American feminist poet, Adrienne Rich, expresses this pessimism 
and nihilism in her poem “The Desert as Garden of Paradise.” 


What would it mean to think 
you are a part of a generation 
that simply must pass on? 

What would it mean to live 
in the desert, try to live 
a human life, something 
to hand on to the children 
to take up to the Land? 

What would it mean to think 

you were born in chains and only time, 

nothing you can do 

could redeem the slavery 

you were born into? 

Miriam, Aaron, Moses 

are somewhere else, marching 

You learn to live without prophets 
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without legends 

to live just where you are 

your burning bush, your seven-branched candlestick 

What’s sacred is singular: 
out of this dry fork, this 
wreck of perspective 
what’s sacred tries itself 
one more time, 7 

Amidst the “wreck of perspective,” without hope, without heart, we must 
learn to live “without legends” in these destitute times. This is all there is for 
those “born in chains and only time,” and for those who cannot be redeemed 
from their slavery to an irredeemable past. In the last line of the poem Rich says 
that we need nonetheless to try one more time — try to summon all the energy 
and strength we can, to make a valiant Promethean attempt, one more time, 
amidst the wreck of perspective. This is our world. This is the world in which 
many of us live and move and have our academic being. 

A second example of what I call the indelibility of the past, the weight of a 
past that cannot be recovered, is from Nietzsche. In his Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 
in a chapter called, interestingly enough, “On Redemption,” he describes his 
famous concept of“the will to power.” For Nietzsche this is the basis, the only 
basis, for courage and action on the part of the Ubermensch (the superman, the 
hero). Nietzsche says: 

Powerless against that which has been done, the will is an angry spectator to all 
that is past. The will cannot will backwards, and cannot break time and time’s 
covetousness. That is the will’s loneliest melancholy. The “that which was” is a 
stone he cannot move. This alone is what revenge is — the will’s ill will against 
time and its "it was.’’ 8 


Nietzsche is a type of that modern person who is forever pursued by the 
fear of a closed door, a slammed door, the “it was.” The will can do many things, 
but the will cannot will backwards, he says. The past is forever gone. What 
about the future? Well, the future is not here now. Perhaps it will be, tomorrow 
or this afternoon, but there is no guarantee of that. Moreover, once the future 
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does arrive, if it ever does, it will suddenly no longer be the future but the pres- 
ent! Then, without even stopping to have a cup of tea, it will slide imperceptibly 
into the past with fleeting alacrity, and so become a part of Nietzsche’s“immov- 
able stone,” the “that which was,” the closed door that is finally slammed on all 
of our hopes and dreams. 

And so the future, no less than the past, is unavailable to us. We cannot 
bring it within our grasp — this despite the fact that in California, and perhaps 
other places in the world, some people are willing to pay enormous sums to 
have their body medically frozen at death and stored indefinitely in an under- 
ground freezer in hopes that medical science may one day be able to thaw it 
out and restore it to life. Cryogenics is a whole industry based on this premise. 
Despite this, the future still hangs like a Damoclean sword in mid-air, filled 
with fear and foreboding for all of us. No less than the past, then, the future is 
not ours to dispose of as we would. 

If the past is no longer, and the future is not yet and may never be, surely 
we have the present, the now. This is the fundamental insight of existentialism 
in all of its various forms. The present is the arena of decision, of enjoyment, 
of self-expression. Do it now! Buy it now! Live it now! But Augustine is very 
shrewd at this point. He asks, “How do we quantify the present?” How do we 
measure the duration of “now”? 

We can talk about, as we frequently do, this “present” century. Is a century 
not one hundred years? If we say this present century began in the year 2000, 
then already more than five years have passed. They are not present, and some 
ninety-seven or so remain to come. They are still in the future. They are not 
present, so what is the present? Well, perhaps not a century. A century is a long 
period of time. Let us bring it down to one year, Augustine says. Perhaps, we 
can say one current year is “present.” We have this present year, but here we are 
already in the seventh month. Over half the year is gone, for good or ill, and the 
remaining months are not here yet. They may never come. Do you see where 
Augustine is going? Take it down to the span of a single day, or a simple hour, 
or just one fleeting solitary moment — a second — the smallest moment you can 
imagine. If it has any duration at all, it is divisible into past and future, and 
hence the present is reduced more and more and more to a vanishing point. 
Augustine says in Latin, nullum habet spatium (it has no space, no room). 9 The 
present is forever crowded out by the past and the future which push on it from 
either side to the point where there is no longer any room for it. 
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This is very different from the Aristotelian view of time. For Aristotle, the 
now, the present, is a point on a line, a part of a continuum. For Augustine, the 
present is always fluid; it is wholly insecure. It is ecotonic: midway between 
the vanished past and the unknown future. It is what William James called 
the “specious present.” There is a term in German for it, even more graphic, I 
think — die zerbrockelnde Zeit (the crumbling time). Like a piece of moist cake, 
you pick it up with your fingers and it crumbles before you can even put it into 
your mouth. The present is like this. It crumbles and disintegrates as soon as 
you touch it . 10 

So time is a boundary between past and future, but it is an ever-shifting 
boundary, like a map of the Balkans over the last two decades. The future and 
the past crowd out any meaningful present, until we, too, have nullum spatium, 
no space, no place, no exit. One of the most gripping images of the inherent 
instability of the present, and the desperation it produces in human beings, 
comes from the poet Friedrich Holderlin: “But to us poor souls is given no 
place to rest. Fdarried by pain, we grope and fall blindly from hour to hour, like 
water dashed from cliff to cliff in lifelong insecurity .” 11 

Now it is at this point in The Confessions, where Augustine gives this analy- 
sis of the crumblingness of time, that he makes one of his most original moves . 12 
Despite the fact that time seems to be so evanescent (it is always vanishing, we 
can never pin it down), Augustine notes, all of us are conscious of intervals ol 
time. We regularly compare one particular time with another. We say, “Oh, that 
was a long time ago,” referring to some event in the distant past. Or, “That will 
happen right away,” like the coffee we are going to experience when this talk is 
over. We speak of some expected occurrence. It is not here yet, but it is going to 
happen. Or we might say about some contemporary event such as this confer- 
ence, “It is going on right now.” We talk this way all the time. How can we talk 
this way, Augustine asks, given the ephemerality, the evanescence, the evaporat- 
ing quality of time? When we talk about past, present, and future events like 
this, Augustine says, we are really describing three realities in the mind. The 
past is present to us in memory. The present is present to us in attention. The 
future is present to us in expectation. So time itself is a kind of tension or strain 
within consciousness itself. It is (he invents this term, I think) distentio animi. 
Time is a distension of the mind or the soul. That is what time is. 

Before we leave this point, I want to make a few comments about this last 
move Augustine has made, which we frequently refer to as the psychological 
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understanding of time. First of all, Augustine is not giving back with one hand 
what he has just taken away with the other. By defining time as the distension 
of the mind, Augustine is simply recognizing that time, at least in its fallenness, 
as you and I experience it in this fallen world, is the arena of disorder. It is the 
condition in which our soul is constantly pulled and stretched hither and yon 
in various directions, its moral integrity fractured by sin and death, its very 
existence threatened and called into question. At one point in The Confessions, 
he says, ecce distentio est vita mea (“Look, this distension is my life!”,* 11.29.39) 

It is a very interesting word, distentio . It can be translated variously as 
“strain,” “anxiety,” “distraction”; but it can also mean “distorted”, “misshaped,” 
“deformed.” In fact, in the Middle Ages it was a word used to describe the tor- 
tures of the Inquisition — the experience of being distended, stretched out on 
the rack. It is precisely from this kind of torturous state that human beings 
need deliverance and redemption. 

Another point regarding the psychological understanding of time is this: 
because Augustine seems to place the reality of time inside the mind, it is tempt- 
ing to read him, as some scholars have, as a forerunner of Immanuel Kant, who 
famously distinguished between the world as it is and the world as we perceive 
it, the noumenal and the phenomenal, to use Kantian jargon. For Kant, time is a 
conceptual framework that we construct and impose on reality in order to make 
sense of the world. Like God or the world itself, time is a mental grid, manu- 
factured in the mind, an ordering concept that enables us to arrange, explain, 
and account for that which we encounter all around us. It is very tempting to 
read Augustine as a proto-Kantian because Augustine seems to reduce time to 
a mental state, to an understanding within the mind, a distension of the mind. 
I think this is fundamentally a mistaken reading of Augustine. 

As we shall see, Augustine has a very solid sense of time as an extra-mental 
reality. In his commentary on Genesis, time does not begin when human beings 
are created to think about it! Why, then, all this emphasis on the evanescence 
of time? Why this talk about distentio, and being stretched out to the point of 
nothingness? Augustine’s idea, I think, is a religious one. He wants to show us 
that time is never at our disposal. It is never ours to claim and control and com- 
mand. Friedrich Schleiermacher, who in my view got so many things wrong in 
theology, was never more right than when he described religion as the feeling ol 
“absolute dependence.” 13 The evanescence of time reminds us that here we have 
no continuing city. We are ephemeral beings, radically dependent on the God 
who sustains us moment by moment by his sheer favor and love. Augustine 
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wants to show us that our hearts will never find rest in the vanishing flux of 
time but only in the mercy and the grace and the patience of time’s creator. 

Time as the Creature of God 

I want to turn now to the theme of time as the creature of God. You know, 
sometimes our children have the best insights into the deepest mysteries of the 
faith. I like the story of the little girl, five years old or so, sprawled out on the 
kitchen floor with a crayon and pencils. The mother comes in and asks, “What 
are you drawing, dear?” "I’m drawing God,” she says. “But no one knows what 
God looks like.”“They will when I’m through.” Already a Kantian at age five! 

In dealing with the mystery of time and eternity, Augustine takes up three 
questions which are often asked by children, but in fact they are not childish 
questions at all. They are some of the deepest questions we can ask. Question 
1: What was God doing before he made the world? Question 2: What did 
God use to make the world? Question 3: Why did God make the world in the 
first place? Children’s questions, but not childish. 

So, what was God doing before he made the world? This was, in fact, a 
stock question in the religious debates of the ancient world. Already in the sec- 
ond century after Christ, Irenaeus confronted this question in his debates with 
the gnostics. He refused really to deal with it. He said, “I’m not going to specu- 
late about this.” Origen in his day considered the question again. It surfaced 
yet again among the Manicheans, from whom, doubtless, Augustine picked 
it up. There was a standard joke, which Augustine told and Calvin repeated. 
(You know a joke has to be pretty good to last a thousand years!) The joke 
went like this: “What was God doing before he made the world?” Answer: “He 
was busy creating hell for overly curious people like you!” 

Now Augustine was aware of this joke, but he knew that it was not a suffi- 
cient reply to the serious intent behind the question, and so he gave a different 
answer. This is what he says: It makes sense to ask what God was doing before 
he made the world if, and only if, both God and the world are separate items 
within the same temporal continuum. But they are not. God’s years, unlike 
ours, do not come and go. They are succeeded by no yesterday, and they give 
way to no tomorrow. “It is not in time that you precede all times, O Lord. You 
precede all past times in the sublimity of an ever-present reality. You have 
made all times and are before all times.” 14 Ante omnia tempora, with the ante 
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understood in an atemporal sense. It was Boethius who defined eternity as 
“the all at once whole and perfect realization of unending life.” 15 This unend- 
ing life, of course, has no beginning. Why? Because only God can match that 
definition. Thus, Thomas Aquinas was right to say, as he does in the Summa 
Theologica, that eternity is nothing less than God himself. 16 

What was this eternal God doing before he made the world? On Augus- 
tine’s reading there was no such “before.” There was no “then” then! Eternity is 
the dimension of God’s own life. It has no beginning and no end, no parameters 
or margins or boundaries outside of God himself. On the other hand, time was 
willed and created by God as a reality distinct from himself. In his treatment ol 
the world, Augustine again proves to be very original in his thinking. He says 
that time and the world were not only created by God but that they were cre- 
ated together. They were cocreated, for time is coextensive with the world. This 
is how Augustine puts it: God created the world not in time but with time. 17 
What this means is that time is not some primordial container in which certain 
events happen. Time is not a receptacle; it is a relationship. A number of schol- 
ars have pointed out that Augustine’s remarkable intuition of the coextensive- 
ness of time and the world, of time and space, anticipated by some 1500 years 
the modern theory of relativity as developed by Einstein and others. I would 
simply add that Augustine arrived at this not by studying the world scientifi- 
cally or by thinking philosophically. He arrived at this intuition by reflecting on 
the basic datum of the Christian faith: the doctrine of the incarnation. 18 

I think we can deal more quickly with the next two questions. Out of 
what did God make the world? This is a perfectly natural question, given the 
assumption of classical philosophy in all its various modalities, namely, that 
some kind of primordial matter had always existed. Plotinus called this pre- 
existent material hule, the Greek word for “wood.” It is the lowest form of finite, 
creaturely existence. So creation, then, is the work of some divine craftsman, 
Plato’s demiurge, who brings order out of chaos, who sculpts and shapes the 
universe out of this preexisting matter. The eternal stuff was always there. 

If Augustine was original in positing the cocreation of time and the world, 
he was entirely traditional as a Christian in affirming the doctrine of creation 
out of nothing — ex nihilo — and de nouveau. For him this meant that neither 
time nor space could constitute a first principle alongside God. Neither chro- 
nos nor cosmos is theos. Both time and the world are products of the creative 
word of God — the logos of God — whom the Christian church confesses to be 
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the eternal Son of God, of the same essence as the Father, united in love with 
the Father and the Holy Spirit, one God forever and ever. 

And the final question: Why would such a God, the God Augustine 
described in his treatise On the Trinity, as “good without quality, great without 
quantity . . . everywhere, yet without place, eternal without time,” decide to 
create the world and time along with it ? 19 This is an age-old question, and it 
is common to all three of the world’s great monotheistic religions — Judaism 
and Islam, no less than Christianity. There is a similar kind of answer found 
in all three of these religious traditions to the question of why God made the 
world. According to an ancient Hebrew midrash, which was current in Jesus’ 
day, God made the world because he needed to have a partner on whom he 
could bestow love, for love by definition requires an object . 20 Love, to be love, 
must be directed towards something or someone else. Islam, too, has a version 
of this same motif. In a well-known hadith or tradition, God is acknowledged 
as saying, “I was a hidden treasure. I wanted to be known. Hence, I created the 
world so I would be known .” 21 The same idea also appears in popular Christian 
piety, as in the folk sermon that depicts God as saying, back in eternity some- 
time, “I’m so lonely. I think I’ll create the universe so there will be something 
for me to love .” 22 

All of these sources tell the same story. God created the world in order to 
fill some deep deficiency within his own being, in order to actualize some latent 
possibility that otherwise would not have come true. It is precisely this kind of 
thinking that has given rise in recent times to what we call “process philosophy” 
and “process theology.” The doctrine of a limited God who needs the cosmos or 
humanity in order to actualize his own reality is the underlying assumption in 
most forms of process theology. 

Augustine says we do not need this hypothesis, for the doctrine of the 
Holy Trinity gives a credible response to this question. God does not need to 
create the world in order to have something to love. No. God is love. Had he 
never made the world at all, he would have suffered no deficiency, nor would 
he ever have been any less loving than he is now. God was never lonely. He was 
never bored. 

A contemporary British writer, Anthony Towne, in his delightful little irrev- 
erent book, Excerpts from the Diary of the Late God, expresses this same idea. “I 
am bored with it all,” God says. “Here I sit. I am omniscient, I am omnipotent, 
I’m omnipresent, I’m divine, I’m supreme, I am ineffable, I am, in short, God. 
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But I am condemned to look out interminably in all directions into an impen- 
etrable void. Small wonder that that wretched, horny-tailed ingrate walked out 
on me. If I only had something to do. Something creative. I am omnibored !” 23 
We do not need that hypothesis, Augustine says. God was never bored. He 
was never lonely. There is within the being of God an eternal effulgence of real- 
ity, a mutuality of love that expresses itself in a dynamic reciprocity of giving 
and receiving. Karl Barth puts it this way: 

God loves, and to do so he does not need any being distinct from his own as 
the object of his love. If he loves the world and us, this is a free over flowing of 
the love in which he is and is God, and with which he is not content, although 
he might be, since neither the world nor ourselves are indispensable to his love 
and therefore to his being. Thus the love of God is free, majestic, eternal love. It 
is the eternal love in whose free and non-obligatory overflowing we are loved. 
And it is God himself, in all the depths of his deity, who summons and impels 
us to love . 24 


I like to think in images. I think images are usually prior to concepts. The 
image that prompts this quotation from Barth, drawing on Augustine, is that 
of an overflowing fountain, an inexhaustible reservoir that forever overflows, 
over-splashes and shares with infinite generosity that which it is. The fountain 
over-splashes, not because it is forced to do so by some inner compulsion or 
deficiency, but because at the heart of God there is this infinite generosity that 
is love. 


Time as the Arena of Redemption and Hope 

Now I have to come to my last point: time as the arena of redemption and 
hope. At the heart of the Christian faith is this stupendous claim, that the eter- 
nal God of creation, the God who is eternity (Aquinas), has so opened himself 
to our creaturely existence, to our history, to our time, that he has come among 
us as one of us. This is the truth of the incarnation, which we might also call the 
Intemporation, for in Jesus Christ, God in his own being — and not as a sur- 
rogate — has come into our own world and also into our own time, and in doing 
so he has taken unto himself our hurt, our pain, and indeed our sin. In doing 
this, Jesus Christ has shown himself to be the servant of time, because he, too, 
was crowded out. There was nullum spatium for him. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
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put it, he was nudged out of the world right onto a cross. He was the servant ot 
time, but he is also the Lord of time. He is the one who redeems time and who 
redeems us in time and so makes us ready for eternity. 

Better than any theologian, I think, T. S. Eliot has expressed this with a 
clarity that is compelling in his choruses from “The Rock”: 


Then came, at a predetermined moment, a moment in time and of time, 

A moment not out of time, but in time, in what we call history, transecting, 
bisecting the 

world of time, a moment in time but not like a moment of time, 

A moment in time but time was made through that moment: for without the 
meaning 

there is no time, and that moment of time gave the meaning. 25 


I think Eliot is a good guide here to what the Christian faith has meant by the 
redemption of time. Let us look at three things he says in this quotation about 
the incarnation: 1) It was a moment in time; 2) but it was not like a moment 
of time; 3) and in that moment of time, Jesus Christ was bisecting the world 
of time. 

First, let us consider that it was a moment in time. The Christian faith is 
clear about this. In a wonderful passage from Galatians, the Apostle Paul says, 
“But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, 
born under the law, in order to redeem those who were under the law” (Gal 4:4- 
5). The Greek word for time is in the plural here: chronoi. Tick, tick, tick time. 
Drip, drip, drip time. Time, as you and I know it, is measured in seconds and 
hours and days and years, by calendars, clocks and sundials. Into this kind of 
time God sent forth his son. In the days of Caesar Augustus, when Quirinius 
was the governor of Syria, Jesus was born. He suffered and died under Pon- 
tius Pilate. The name Pontius Pilatus was recently discovered in Caesarea on 
a stone slab dating from the first century. Pilate is a very datable, if somewhat 
despicable, bureaucrat of the Roman Empire. It happened “. . . under Pontius 
Pilate.” As John puts it in that marvelous prologue, “The Word became flesh” 
(John 1:14). The New Living Translation renders this passage, “So the Word 
became human being.” It is not good enough. That is too weak a christology. 
No, the Word becam e flesh. What Word? The Word who was in the begin- 
ning with God and was God, the one who forever shared the eternal fellowship 
ol Father and Holy Spirit, the one who was “in the bosom of the Father,” as 
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the Authorized Version puts it (John 1:18). This Word became flesh (bo logos 
egeneto sarx). 

What is flesh? Flesh is that part of our human reality which in fact is most 
susceptible to the ravaging of time. It is flesh that suffers pain. It is flesh that 
contracts cancer. It is flesh that we bury in the ground. This is what the Son 
of God became for us, says the Christian faith. This idea was, and still is, a 
remarkably shocking thought. It was put forth in the early Church over against 
the docetists, people who said that in Jesus Christ the Word of God touched 
the earth much as a tangent touches a circle, but that was it. In appearance Jesus 
seemed to be a real human being, but in fact this was not the case. He was a 
phantom-like apparition, a ghost. 

Against this idea, Ignatius of Antioch and the early Christian fathers say 
again and again, he was “truly” born of the Virgin Mary. They use the Greek 
adverb alethos which means “really,” “truly,” “surely.” That is why it got into the 
Apostles’ Creed. He was really crucified under Pontius Pilate. He was really 
buried. He really, truly, rose again. 

Then along came the neoplatonists, with whom Augustine kept good com- 
pany. II I were to give a critique of Augustine rather than an explanation of his 
thought, here is a place where Augustine might be criticized, in my opinion. He 
perhaps gave too much credence to the neoplatonists who opposed the eternity 
of God to the reality of the world in such a way that the incarnation was an 
impossible thought. For the neoplatonists there is no incarnation. Even though 
Augustine learned much from the neoplatonists, the closer he came to Christ, 
the thinner his neoplatonism became. It could not be otherwise for one who 
took seriously the central fact of the Christian faith. 

In more recent times it has been deism, in all of its various forms, that 
the Christian faith has had to encounter. Deism’s God is the God of Thomas 
Hardy, who once said, “God is a dreaming, dark, dumb thing that turns the 
handle of this idle show.” 26 Hardy’s God is a thing, devoid of relationship, 
incapable of love. It is dark, speechless, remote, obscure. Yes, this is a hid- 
eous caricature of the real God; but it is a caricature that is widely accepted 
in today’s world, and it is the root of much modern atheism. The Christian 
faith says that God does not hold eternity unto himself in such a way that 
it must forever be opposed to time as human beings are able to know and 
experience it. In a memorable metaphor, Barth declares that God takes on 
time for his own garment, even his own body. 27 There is a christological and a 
pastoral meaning to this, as expressed in Hebrews: “For we do not have a high 


Timothy George 43 


priest who is unable to sympathize with our weakness, but we have one who 
in every respect was been tested as we are, yet without sin” (Heb 4:15). It was 
a moment in time. 

Second, Eliot also says that while it was a moment in time, and of time, yet 
it was “not like a moment in time.” You have to get this “not like-ness” in your 
mind. Not like. Remember what was said: He taught them as one who had 
authority, and not like the scribes, and the Pharisees (Matt 7:29). Ifjesus were 
just another wise rabbi, or a cynic sage, or a charismatic healer who flourished 
on the edges ofheretical Second Temple Judaism, then he would be of no help 
to anyone with AIDS, or depression, or loneliness. It was a moment in time 
and of time, and yet “not like.” Jesus is not Socrates with ajewish accent. He is 
not Plato with a beard. We will not get eternity by turning up the volume and 
just saying “time” in a louder and louder voice. 

So the Nicene Creed confesses that Jesus Christ is of the same essence as the 
Father: Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made. And this is 
the one who for us time-bound and destined-to-die creatures (who nevertheless 
carry eternity about in our hearts, our restless hearts), came down from heaven. 

It happened in time, Eliot says, but it was not like time. And, third, it also 
happened in time in such a way that what we call history was torn — bisected. 
By that bisection, history has been given a meaning, a direction that it never 
had before. 

In his chapter of this collection, Tony Campolo talks about the cycli- 
cal view of history, the image of history as a great cycle turning around and 
around. We associate this view of history with Eastern religions, and we forget 
that Christianity is also an Eastern religion, that it emerged, along with Juda- 
ism, in a context in which the myth of the eternal return was the dominant 
assumption of the age. When Paul, in Athens, preached Jesus and the resur- 
rection, the Athenians thought he was talking about a male god, Jesus, and his 
female consort, Anastasis (the Greek word we translate as “resurrection,” Acts 
17:18). Resurrection was a part of the pantheon of dying and rising saviors cel- 
ebrated in the mystery religions and, with much more sophisticated language, 
in the philosophy of Porphory and Plotinus as well. 

This idea of eternal recurrence also permeates the postmodern conscious- 
ness. Nietzsche said: 

How if some day or night a demon were to sneak after you into your loneli- 
ness and say, “This life as you now live it and have lived it, you will have to live 
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once more and innumerable times more and there will be nothing new in it, but 
every pain and every joy and every thought and sigh and everything immeasur- 
ably small or great in your life must return to you all in the same succession and 
sequence even this spider and this moonlight between the trees and even this 
moment and I myself. The eternal hourglass of existence is turned over and over, 
and you with it, a grain of dust.” Would you not throw yourself down and gnash 
your teeth and curse the demon? Or did you once experience a tremendous 
moment when you would have answered him, "you are a god and never have I 
heard anything more godly .” 28 

Nietzsche says that those who cling to the old outmoded residue of the Chris- 
tian myth, who still believe in love, meaning, truth, beauty, goodness, are weak- 
lings; they are the ones who gnash their teeth. It is the Ubermensch who says to 
the demon “Ah! You are a god.” But against Nietzsche and against every form of 
eternal recurrence the Christian faith answers one word: epaphax — once and 
for all. There is a German word that says this much better than we do in Eng- 
lish: Einmaligkeit — the once-and-for-all-ness of the Christian faith. 

That is why the Christians argued so furiously about the date of Easter. 
What an arcane theological debate! We hardly understand what all the fuss 
was about anymore. Over in Ireland the monks, the Celtic monks, followed a 
dating of Easter very different from that promulgated from Canterbury and 
the Roman tradition in England, and this led to a great clash. King Oswiu 
of Northumbria was converted by the monks up in Lindisfarne and so he fol- 
lowed the Celtic dating of Easter, but his wife, Queen Eanfled, was converted 
by the priests from Kent, and she followed the Roman calculations. The Vener- 
able Bede says, “Such was the confusion in those days that Easter was some- 
times kept twice in one year. So that when the king had ended Lent and was 
keeping Easter, the queen and her attendants were still fasting and keeping 
Palm Sunday .” 29 That will not do! This was not only a matter of domestic tran- 
quility, it was also an issue of theological profundity: the once-and-for-all-ness 
of God’s salvific work in Christ is at stake. We cannot have Jesus dying and 
rising again two or three times a year! Then we would be back into the mystery 
religions — the dying-and-rising-God stuff. 

With this in mind, the Venerable Bede introduced our present system of 
accounting for time, anno Domini (in the year of our Lord). Now today it is not 
fashionable to talk about A.D. and B.C. in academic circles. We like to speak of 
C.E. and B.C.E., the “common era” and“before the common era.” But it is still 
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the incarnation that is the basis for this reckoning! And the year, which now 
begins on January 1, used to begin on March 25. Did you know that? It was 
not really until the late seventeenth century that the idea of starting the new 
year on January 1 began. That was a Roman custom; nothing Christian about 
it. That is why New Year’s Day is not a great Christian festival. Why March 25? 
Because these old monks calculated that Jesus was born on December 25, and 
knowing a little bit about human propagation, they figured that nine months 
earlier the Annunciation had taken place. That was when the new era really 
started! Thus, the first day of the new year in Britain, March 25, was called 
“Lady Day” after the Blessed Virgin Mary. 

A moment in time. A moment not out of time, but in time, in what we call 
history; tearing, bisecting the world of time. Without the meaning, there is no 
time, and that moment of time gave the meaning. What does this mean now 
for how we should live? 


Conclusion 

Christians are those who live in time as the ones who belong to eternity. The 
Christian attitude toward time is neither panic nor indifference, but hope — the 
hope that radiates from a messy manger, a ruddy tree, and a tomb no longer 
filled. The life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ means that God takes 
time, and has time, for us. Because of this, we can see time not as a threat but as 
a gift — a precious gift created by God, willed by God, and given by God for us. 
Christians are those who know that time and this world do not terminate upon 
themselves; they are penultimate realities that can never satisfy the deepest long- 
ing of the human heart, the restlessness. And so we live in this world ambigu- 
ously, as those who belong ultimately to another world (cf. 1 Cor 7:29-31). 

My friend, Mark Noll, has said some very critical things about the old 
gospel song that implores, 


Turn your eyes upon Jesus, 

Look full in his wonderful face. 

And the things of the Earth will grow strangely dim 
In the light of His glory and grace. 30 

Mark Noll says, “To know God better would make our vision of the world 
clearer.” 31 We know what he is talking about. He is protesting, and it is a valid 
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protest, against the kind of gnostic pietism and withdrawal from the world 
that is so deeply rooted in evangelical culture. Yet there is a sense in which we 
can properly say what that song says. “Turn your eyes upon Jesus. Look full in 
his wonderful face, and the things of earth will grow strangely dim.” Because 
there is another danger. In addition to the threat of gnostic quietism, there is 
the danger ot idolizing this world, the danger of becoming so cozy and accom- 
modated to the culture that we forget that this world is not our ultimate home, 
that we are probationers for eternity. Eternal life is not simply more and more 
ot the same old stuff; it is God’s life — God’s life that comes to us as a free gift. 
We are still pilgrims. We are not there yet. We are seeking a city whose builder 
and maker is God, and that city is not Rome. Roma aeterna is gone forever. It is 
not Athens, Washington, London, Moscow, Mecca, Baghdad, or Beijing. None 
of these is that City with Foundations whose builder and maker is God. In the 
meantime we are called to live by love. Love is the one thing we can experience 
in time that will remain in eternity. Faith, hope, love, these three; but love is the 
greatest. Love is eternal. 

About a thousand years after Augustine died, Dante presented a compel- 
ling vision of this love. In some ways, Dante’s vision is a commentary on that 
medieval depiction of Christ which can be seen, for example, at the cathedral 
in Salamanca. There sculpted on an early medieval tomb, are the outstretched 
arms of the cosmic Christ, holding in his nail-scarred hands the moon and the 
stars. This is the cosmic odyssey. This is how Dante described that vision — 
tried to describe that vision — in the closing lines of the Paradisio : 


Like a geometer who sets himself to square the circle and is unable to think of 
the formula he needs to solve the problem, so was I faced with this new vision. 

I wanted to see how the image would fit the circle, and how it could be that 
that was where it was. That was not a flight for my wings. Except that my mind 
was struck in a flash, in which what it desired came to it. At this point of high 
imagination, all failed; but already my desire and my will are being turned like a 
wheel, all at once, by the love which moves the sun and the other stars . 32 

It is the cosmic Christ who leads us in this cosmic odyssey by the love that was 
written in bloody garments at Calvary, the love shed abroad in our hearts by the 
Holy Spirit. It is the same love which moves the sun and the other stars. 


Chapter 3 


On the Developing Scientific 
Understanding of Time 


Russell Stannard 


All of us share a certain “commonsense” understanding of time. It is divided 
into past, present, and future. The past consists of all those things that have 
happened — those things that once existed. These happenings might well have 
left memories and other lasting effects, but the past events themselves no lon- 
ger exist. By “the future” we mean all those events that might one day happen, 
but as yet do not exist. The present is that instant in time we label “now.” It 
divides the past from the future. We live in the present. All that exists is what 
belongs to the present — what is happening right now. 

Time moves on. We are being swept towards the future. What lies in the 
future, becomes the present, and is then left behind in the past. What might 
be, becomes an actuality, before passing once more out of existence in the past. 
We call this the “flow of time,” or the “passing of time.” We might disagree about 
how fast time flows (it seems to speed up with old age), but we are all agreed 
that time does indeed pass. 
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The future is open, uncertain. Through what we do now, we can affect the 
future. The past, on the other hand, is fixed. We might not agree on what hap- 
pened then; memories can play tricks, or we might put different interpretations 
on past events. But whatever it was that happened, we have no power to change 
it now. 

We exist in time; we also exist in space. But space and time are very differ- 
ent from each other. We measure distances in space using a ruler; we measure 
intervals of time on a watch. There is just the one three-dimensional space, and 
the one one-dimensional time, common to us all. This means, for instance, that 
we are all agreed as to the order in which events occur — whether one occurs 
before the other, or whether they happen simultaneously. 

These then are some of our commonly shared ideas about time. In fact, as 
we shall see, science shows that most of them are wrong. 

In religious circles, it has been recognized for a long time that God’s relation 
to time could be different. Although we interact with God in time — for exam- 
ple, when we engage in prayer, perhaps asking God for some future favor — it 
is also believed that God is, in a sense, beyond time — he is transcendent; he is 
unchanging. But this raises a difficulty: if he never changes, what is the point of 
asking him for anything? Our request will not change his mind. 

And that is not the only problem over God and time. It is held by Chris- 
tians that God has foreknowledge — he knows the future. This has never been 
easy to accept. After all, how can God know the future before I and everyone 
else have made up our minds as to what we shall do? Surely God could only 
have such knowledge if humans were nothing more than totally predictable 
automatons. What then of our supposed free will? For this reason, it is under- 
standable that many people — including those theologians called “process” 
theologians — reject this claim. And yet God’s foreknowledge is part and parcel 
of orthodox Christian belief. It is what gives believers added confidence in the 
assurances from God that all in the end will be well for those who love him. It is 
not a case of God having a better judgment as to what the future might contain; 
he actually knows the future, or so it is claimed. 

If we are somehow to accommodate these strange ideas about God in rela- 
tion to time, then our commonsense notions of time need a shake-up. And that 
is what modern physics does. Let me explain: 

I shall be drawing on Einstein’s theory of relativity, but let me reassure you 
that it is not my intention to put you through a crash course on relativity theory! 
So there is no cause for alarm. It is sufficient for our purposes for me merely 
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to point out to you some of the theory’s more startling consequences — conse- 
quences which I hasten to assure you have been fully vindicated by experiment. 

I want you to imagine an astronaut in a high-speed space craft, and a mis- 
sion controller in Houston. The astronaut leaves earth at a speed of nine-tenths 
the speed of light. (The speed of light is 300,000 kilometers per second, so such 
a rocket engine is clearly not a practical possibility. However, it is more strik- 
ing to illustrate the effects with somewhat exaggerated examples.) Relativity 
theory is able to show that, with the astronaut and mission controller in rela- 
tive motion, they do not agree on the distance the craft has to travel to reach a 
distant planet. At the particular speed we have chosen (nine-tenths the speed 
of light), the astronaut calculates the journey distance to be about half that 
estimated by the mission controller. 

Nor is this the only effect of their relative speed. The two not only disagree 
over their estimates of distance, but also of the time the journey takes. Accord- 
ing to the controller, time for the astronaut is passing at about half the rate it 
does for himself. Thus, everything happening in the space craft — the ticking ot 
the clocks, the astronaut’s breathing rate, his heart beats, his aging processes — 
everything has slowed down by a factor of a half. Not that the astronaut will be 
aware of this; a slow clock looked at by a brain in which the thinking processes 
have been slowed down by the same factor, appears perfectly normal. 

Which of the two observers is right over their assessments of distance and 
time? It is impossible to say. But why? Won’t the astronaut realize that some- 
thing must be wrong with his observations when, because of his slowed-down 
clock, he arrives at his destination in half the time it should have taken? No. 
Remember, he thinks the journey distance is only half that which the control- 
ler claims it to be. Both the astronaut and the mission controller have sets of 
measurements that are entirely self-consistent. 

But, it might be argued, the mission controller is stationary, whereas the 
astronaut is travelling at high speed; perhaps the speed of the astronaut is mak- 
ing his measurements unreliable in some way — and so one should place greater 
weight on those of the stationary observer. This is to lose sight of the fact that 
the mission controller is not stationary — he is on the earth’s surface, and the 
earth is spinning; the earth goes in orbit around the sun; the sun goes in orbit 
around the center of the galaxy; the galaxy is moving in its cluster of galaxies. 
. . . How does one define a “stationary observer”? All uniform motion is relative; 
the two observers are in relative motion, and that is all we can say — hence the 
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name “relativity theory” There are no grounds for according preference to the 
measurements of one observer over those of the other. 

Confusing? It certainly appears that way when one comes across the ideas 
of relativity theory for the first time. We are so accustomed to thinking in 
terms of us all inhabiting one space and one time, that it requires a severe men- 
tal wrench to conceive of something radically different: namely, that we each 
inhabit our own space and our own time, and these will differ from each other 
if we are in relative motion. Standing still like this, I have the same space and 
time as you. But once I start to move, my space and time are not yours. The rea- 
son most people go through life unaware of this is that for most everyday pur- 
poses, the differences between our various estimates of distance and of time are 
so small as to make no practical difference. For example, those who decide to 
drive express trains all their working lives, will age less quickly than those who 
settle instead for sedentary office jobs. But the effect of the train’s motion is to 
increase the driver’s life expectancy by only one millionth of a second — hardly 
a factor worth taking into account when deciding one’s career. (The effect is 
that small because even the speed of an express train is negligible compared to 
that of light.) As I said before, the effects only become significant at very high 
speeds — the kinds of speed I have to deal with in my experiments on nuclear 
particles, where everything travels at speeds close to that of light — nevertheless 
the effects are there all the time. 

So how are we to understand these differing spatial and temporal measure- 
ments? Let me give you an analogy: 

I am holding up this pencil. What do you see? You all see something 
slightly different. Some of you see a long shape, others a short one. Confusing? 
No. We think nothing of such differing observations. We realize that what each 
person sees is merely a two-dimensional projection of what in reality extends 
in three dimensions. The two-dimensional projection is at right angles to the 
line of sight, and this line of sight will vary depending on where the observer is 
seated relative to the pencil. We are unperturbed by the different observations 
because we know that when each observer makes due allowance for how the 
pencil extends along his or her line of sight we all come up with identical results 
for the true length of the pencil. 

Now we can use this as an analogy for the case of the astronaut and the 
mission controller and their differing perceptions of the distance and the time 
of the journey. Einstein’s solution to the problem is that we are not dealing with 
a three-dimensional space and a separate one-dimensional time. We are deal- 
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ing with a four -dimensional reality : the three dimensions of space plus a fourth 
dimension closely related to time. We call this combination space-time. 

What kind of “objects” are we dealing with in four-dimensional space- 
time? They must depend on the four quantities: the three spatial directions 
and the time. This means we are dealing with events. An event takes place at a 
particular location, or position in 3-D space; it also takes place at a particular 
point in time. One event might be the launch of the spacecraft from earth 
at a specific time. Another would be the arrival at the distant planet at some 
later time. Having specified these point-like events in the four-dimensional 
space-time, we can now ask what the four-dimensional “distance” is between 
the events marking the beginning and end of the journey. We have already 
seen that the astronaut and the mission controller do not agree on either the 
spatial separation of these events, or the temporal separation. But this need 
worry us no longer. Why? Because once you start thinking of reality as being 
four-dimensional, then the spatial separation between events is merely a three- 
dimensional projection of that reality. Likewise, the temporal separation is only 
a one-dimensional projection. From our analogy with the pencil, we know that 
projections are liable to change as one changes one’s viewpoint. It turns out 
that where four-dimensional space-time is concerned, “changing one’s view- 
point” means more than simply being at a different spatial position. Because of 
the way space-time mixes up space and time/changing one’s viewpoint” means 
having a different speed. Two observers in relative motion (like our astronaut 
and mission controller) have differing perspectives on space-time by virtue ol 
that relative motion. 

So, differing spatial and temporal projections are no matter. What counts 
is what these observers get when they calculate the actual separation of the 
events in four dimensions. When they each plug in their own versions as to 
what the spatial and the temporal separations are, they obtain identically the 
same value for the four-dimensional space-time separation. You recall the 
astronaut thought the distance covered by the journey was shorter, but he also 
thought the time of the journey was shorter; the two cancel out and he gets 
the same overall result as the controller. And what goes for the astronaut and 
mission controller holds for any one else observing that interplanetary journey. 
The four-dimensional separation is the one thing they can all agree upon. It 
is for this reason that one is led to the conclusion that what really counts is 
not the individual estimates of spatial distance or temporal interval but the 
four-dimensional space-time separation. Einstein himself once declared that 
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henceforth we must deal with “a four-dimensional existence instead of, hith- 
erto, the evolution of a three-dimensional existence.” 

It is an extraordinary conception. There is little point in trying to visual- 
ize four dimensions — you just get a headache. The best I can do is to hold 
up four fingers. Reality is like this, rather than like three fingers representing 
three-dimensional (length, breadth, width going in different directions) space 
evolving with time — time being something separate. No, four fingers is what 
we have. But of course this is just a rather an inadequate analogy. I’m cheating. 
Strictly speaking these four fingers ought all to be mutually at right angles and 
that is a physical impossibility to demonstrate — it always hurts to try to do 
impossible contortions. But if you do not pay too much attention to the wrong 
angles, that is the best one can do by way of visualizing the situation. 

Actually, the preferred course of action among professional physicists is to 
ignore such visual aids, and just allow oneself to be guided by the mathematics. 
Mathematically speaking one can handle any number of dimensions — you just 
add on further terms in the equations. 

I have already said how one must stop thinking of a separate time out- 
side three-dimensional space. One must also not get lured into thinking of a 
separate time outside four-dimensional space-time. Time is not out here. That 
fourth finger is time. What it means is that four-dimensional space-time does 
not change. Something can only change in time. But space-time is not in time. 
All of time is here in this fourth finger. One point on my finger is the moment 
you walked into this lecture theatre. The knuckle is this particular instant in 
time. Towards the end of my finger is the moment when you can thankfully 
head for the doors and go to lunch and take an aspirin after all these mental 
gymnastics. It’s all there: past, present, and future. It’s static. We call it a block 
universe. Just as each point in space exists on an equal footing with any other, 
so does each point in time. We are accustomed to think that all of space exists 
at each point of time. So, for example, at this instant in time not only does 
Portsmouth exist, but also New York, Hong Kong, planet Jupiter, and distant 
galaxies. So all of space exists at each point in time. What this is saying is that 
likewise at each point in space, all of time exists. At this point of space here — 
in this hall — all of time exists: the day work started on building the hall, the 
instant you entered it this morning, this present moment, your leaving it, the 
day the hall gets demolished. It all exists here — in some sense. I stress “in some 
sense.” This finger assures us that this is so — but how? It defies the imagination; 
it is all so counterintuitive. 
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But let us press on regardless — allowing the analogy or the mathematics 
to be our guide. According to this viewpoint, there is nothing special about 
this particular instant we choose to label “now.” All points in time are on an 
equal footing. The future in itself is not uncertain. All right, we might not know 
what the future holds. On the basis of the limited information we have at our 
disposal at this point in time we are unable to predict what lies in the future. 
But our modern understanding of time would seem to indicate that whatever 
the future holds, in some sense it is already there, fixed, waiting for us to come 
across it. 

Now this is so counterintuitive that some people find this conclusion 
impossible to accept, including certain noted and highly respected physicists, 
such as John Polkinghorne who will be speaking to you in Cambridge next 
week. But I think the conclusion is forced upon us. 

Why have I gone into this lengthy discussion? Partly because it is a fas- 
cinating subject in its own right. But also it has an impact on religious belief. 
Once it is accepted that in some mysterious sense, it is possible to assert that the 
future “exists” on the same footing as the present, this must surely go some way 
towards adding plausibility to the idea that God might have knowledge of it. 

But, I hear you muttering, it physics does not pick out any special instant 
in time to be called “now,” where does the concept of “now” come from? And if 
nothing is changing (the block universe idea), what about the flow of time — 
where does that come in? Not only that, if the future already exists, where do 
we get the notion of the future being uncertain and open to being affected by 
what I do now? What does this do for my free will? Am I not reduced to the 
level of an automaton? 

Here we touch on one of the truly great mysteries: the fact that we have 
two entirely different approaches to the concept of “time.” So far I have spoken 
of time exclusively in the way the concept is addressed in physics. Let us now 
see how this same word time is used in a different context — the description of 
what it is to be a thinking human being. 

On examining the contents of the conscious mind, we find mental experi- 
ences — feelings, decisions, sensory experiences, etc. These occur in sequence. 
What separates one experience from the next? We call it “time.” The experi- 
ences occur in time. We are able to estimate and compare these separations or 
intervals of time. This might be done through noting the extent to which the 
memory of a past experience has faded — the greater the separation in time, the 
greater the degree of fading. (Here I am assuming that one is not constantly 
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recalling that experience and keeping it vivid, for then one is more likely now to 
be recalling the most recent earlier recall rather than the memory of the original 
experience itself.) So the fading of the memory is one way of estimating how 
long ago that experience was. 

In addition there might be an indication of the time interval based on the 
number of other notable experiences we have had subsequent to the one in 
question. If this is the case, then it might give us a clue as to why time seems 
to speed up as we get older. When one is young and inexperienced, everything 
is new and catches the attention — one is laying down memories at a furious 
rate. As one gets older and more worldly, wise, or, dare one say it, more jaded, 
most experiences are so familiar they just pass us by and probably do not get 
recorded so faithfully as in the past. So, it you are using a time estimate based 
on how many notable experiences you have had since the one in question, it 
will mentally seem that not much has happened since that event, and thus not 
much time has elapsed, although the calendar shows otherwise. 

The precise mechanism by which we subjectively assess time intervals is 
not at all well understood. All we know is that we do have our own internal, 
mental way of doing it, semi -quantitatively at least. 

For each experience there are other experiences on either side of it along 
the sequence, with one exception — the experience that marks the end of the 
sequence. This end point of the sequence we designate “now.” It is only in con- 
sciousness that the “now” acquires its special status. 

Although we use the word time to describe the separation between our 
mental experiences, it does not follow that this is the same “time”as is used in 
the description of what is going on in the physical world. For one thing, mental 
states occur in time but not in space. (It would be absurd to ask how much 
space a big decision like getting married takes up, compared to a small decision 
such as which tie to wear today.) And yet we know how indissoluable is the 
link between physical time and physical space. 

Only through the recognition that we use the word time in two distinct 
ways can it make sense to say that all of time, including the future, exists now. 
What this means is that all of physical time exists at the instant of mental time 
called “now” — and indeed at every other instant of mental time. 

It is perhaps unfortunate that the same word “time” is used in two such dis- 
similar contexts. The reason it is, of course, has to do with the fact that, despite 
the distinctiveness of physical and mental time, there is a close correspondence 
between them. A sensory experience which is part of the mental sequence (for 
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example, the hearing of a shot now) is correlated to a feature of space-time (the 
firing of a gun at a particular point in space-time). The “now” of mental time is 
correlated to a particular instant of physical time. Although, as I have said, all 
of physical time exists now, consciousness (not physics) singles out one particu- 
lar instant as having special significance for the “now” of mental time. 

A short while later (according to mental time that is), the “now” corre- 
lates to a different physical time. The difference between the two physical times, 
judged on a clock, when compared with the perceived lapse in mental time, 
gives rise to a “flow” of time. Note that without two types of time, there could 
be no flow. A flow is a change of something in a given time. The flow of water 
from a hosepipe, for instance, is the amount of water emitted in a given time. 
But what possible meaning could be given to the phrase a. flow of time ? Is it the 
amount of time passing in a given time? It cannot mean anything — not unless 
we are talking about two different times. When the bored listener to this lecture 
complains that time is passing slowly, she means that, based on her subjective 
mental assessment of how much time separates her from the end of the lecture, 
the physical time registered by the hands of her watch are lagging behind where 
she reckons they ought to be. There is too little physical time corresponding to 
the perceived span of mental time. Thus she says time is dragging. 

Earlier I said how physical time was seamlessly welded to the three spatial 
dimensions to form a four-dimensional existence, and that one should not fall 
into the trap of thinking of this four-dimensional world evolving in time, as 
though time were still somehow separate. That is true as far as physical time 
is concerned. Four-dimensional reality never changes. And yet, as far as we 
conscious human beings are concerned, there is change. Physical time might be 
integrally part of that four-dimensional existence, but mental time does appear 
to stand outside it. It focuses conscious attention and mental experience on 
one particular instant of physical time, and temporarily correlates it with the 
mental “now.” That conscious focus then appears to move steadily along the 
time axis in the direction labeled “future.” It has been described as being like a 
searchlight beam scanning along. But it is important to understand that this 
so-called movement is not out there in the physical world itself; it is a feature 
only of our conscious experience of that world. 

Now you might be wondering what all this has to do with religion and 
with God in relation to time. I have already mentioned God’s foreknowledge 
and how this appears much more plausible once one recognizes that the future 
is not uncertain. According to the block universe idea, it is all out there, it is 
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fixed. All God has to do is find a way of looking at it — which I reckon should 
not be too difficult for God! Just as we can, in our analogy, hold up four fin- 
gers as a representation of four-dimensional reality, and we can look at it from 
outside, so I guess God has the ability somehow to take in the whole four- 
dimensional reality from some external point of view lying beyond the confines 
of that four-dimensional world. This is what we mean when we speak of God 
as being transcendent. 

But there is another aspect to this. Religious believers accept that God 
is a. personal god. We may have difficulty over the lack of a suitable inclusive 
pronoun, and are not sure whether to refer to God as a “he” or a “she,” but 
one thing God is not, and that is an “it.” In thinking of God, we have in mind 
attributes such as love, justice, and mercy; and we think of God as having a 
purpose. None of this makes sense except in personal terms. So, in the same 
way as we interact with other persons we expect to be able to interact person- 
ally with God. These interactions take place in time. We expect to be able to 
speak with God, we are encouraged to ask him for things as a child would ask a 
parent — in anticipation that if what we request is good for us, we shall receive 
an answer — a parent who on our asking will influence what later transpires. So 
God has to be in time as well as beyond it. 

But you might be wondering: How can my asking God for anything in time 
affect the outcome when the future, in physical terms, is fixed — set in concrete? 
As I see it, there is no difficulty in that future outcome already having built into 
it the effects of your prayer to God now. Indeed, some other Christians and 
I think nothing of praying for events that have already happened, but about 
which we do not as yet know the outcome. It might be some oversight that we 
did not pray about it earlier. We are confident that an all-knowing God will be 
aware that we will be offering up such a prayer later, and he will take that into 
account in determining the outcome. Thoughts of a block universe can really 
transform one’s thinking about what can and cannot be done. 

But always when I talk on such matters, there are some who find it hard 
to accept it because it appears to compromise their sense of free will. How can 
one be free if in some sense the future is known — not known to us, but known 
to God? Perhaps another analogy will help. 

Unbeknown to you, you were videotaped on a security camera arriving 
here this morning, I have seen the video: you arriving, chatting to each other, 
chatting to me. I have seen the tape so often I know it by heart. Show me any 
incident, and I know what happens next. There is nothing you do on those 
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video tapes that I don’t know about. There is no element of surprise for me. 
Does that mean I am looking at a recording of automatons — predetermined 
robots that have no free will? Obviously not. The tapes are a record of the 
actions of free people making free-will decisions. The fact that when I play the 
tape, I know what the outcome of your decisions is going to be, does not in 
anyway detract from them being your freely made decisions. 

In that analogy, I am playing the role of God — the transcendent God. Just 
as I am outside the confines of the video tape and am able to view any part of 
it at will, so God lies beyond this four-dimensional world, etched as it is with 
the record of our lives. 

But the analogy is closer. That video tape I was telling you about, shows 
not only you, but also myself. It is a record of me interacting with you. I don’t 
just watch the video tape; I am also taking part in it. So it is with God. When 
he surveys the four-dimensional world with its record of our lives, he sees in it 
himself relating to and interacting with us. If you like, the world is not a cas- 
sette he has rented from the video store; it is God’s own home video. 

Let me now turn to another way in which modern physics affects our 
thinking about God in relation to time. As most people know by now, the 
universe began with a Big Bang: all the stuff of the universe began squashed 
up at a point. There was a mighty explosion. When we look at distant galax- 
ies — or clusters of stars — we find them still rushing apart in the aftermath of 
that explosion. 

But just because I call it an explosion I don’t want you to get the impres- 
sion it was an explosion much like any other — bigger, but essentially the same: 
an explosion that takes place at a particular location in space. In the case of a 
bomb, it might be located in the“Left Luggage” office of Waterloo Station. Fol- 
lowing the detonation, the pieces of the bomb come flying out so as to fill up 
the rest of the station. That is a normal explosion. But that is not how it was 
with the Big Bang. Not only was all of matter concentrated initially at a point, 
but also all of space. There was no surrounding space outside the Big Bang. 

Perhaps an analogy will help. Imagine a rubber balloon. Onto its surface 
we glue some coins. The coins represent the galaxies. Now we blow air into 
the balloon. It expands. Suppose you were a fly that has alighted on one of the 
coins; what do you see? You see all the other coins moving away from you — the 
further the coin, the faster it is receding into the distance. A coin, twice as far 
away as another, is receding twice as fast. But that is the observed behavior of 
the galaxies — they too are receding from us in exactly that manner. 
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So far we have thought of the galaxies as speeding away from us as they 
move through space. But with the balloon analogy in mind, we now have an 
alternative way of interpreting that motion. It is not so much a case of the gal- 
axy moving through space, as the space between us and it expanding. The galaxy 
is being carried away from us on a tide of expanding space. Just as there is no 
empty stretch of rubber surface “outside” the region where the coins are to be 
found (a region into which the coins progressively spread out), so there is no 
empty three-dimensional space outside where we and the other galaxies are to 
be found. 

Note that with the particular kind of expansion we are considering, where 
the speed of recession is proportional to distance, the situation is the same from 
all vantage points. In the case of the balloon, it would not matter which particu- 
lar coin the fly happens to have alighted upon; all the other coins are receding 
from it in exactly the same manner. All points on the surface are on the same 
footing; there is no point on the surface that can rightly be called the “center.” In 
exactly the same way, there is no point out there in three-dimensional space that 
can be regarded as the center of the universe. There is no privileged location out 
there where one would be justified in erecting a blue heritage plaque announc- 
ing, “The Big Bang occurred here.” In truth, the Big Bang happened everywhere. 

It is this interpretation of the recession of the galaxies that leads us to 
conclude that empty space is like very thin rubber — rubber that is constantly 
expanding. At the instant of the Big Bang, all the space we observe today was 
squashed down to an infinitesimal point. Because of this, it becomes natural 
to suppose that the Big Bang not only marked the origins of the contents ol 
the universe, it also saw the coming into existence of space. Space began as noth- 
ing — it had no size — and has continued to grow ever since. 

That in itself is a remarkable thought. But an even more extraordinary con- 
clusion is in store for us. Remember this four-fingered approach to space and 
time. This time dimension is welded onto the spatial ones; they are inseparable. 
You cannot have space without time; you cannot have time without space. If 
the Big Bang marked the moment where space was created, so also must time 
have been created then — that is when the great cosmic clock began ticking. 
The Big Bang marked the coming into existence of time. This in turn means that 
there was no time before the Big Bang. Indeed, the very phrase “before the Big 
Bang” has no meaning. The word before necessarily implies a preexistent time, 
but where the Big Bang was concerned, there was none. 
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Now, for those who seek a cause of the Big Bang, God, say there is a prob- 
lem here. Cause is followed by effect. Boy throws stone — cause; followed by 
window breaks — effect. Note the word followed. It refers to a sequence of 
events in time: first the cause, then the effect. But in the present context we are 
regarding the Big Bang as the effect. For there to have been a cause of the Big 
Bang, it would have had to have existed prior to the Big Bang. But this we now 
think of as an impossibility. There is no time before the Big Bang. 

This gets rid of the kind of creator God that most people probably have in 
mind: a God who at first exists alone. Then at some point in time God decides 
to create a world. The firework fuse is lit, there is a Big Bang, and we are on 
our way. God becomes the cause of the Big Bang. But as we have seen, without 
time before the Big Bang, there could not have been a cause in the usual sense 
of that word. 

So, where have we got to? Fdave these considerations dispensed with 
a creator God? Before jumping to that conclusion, let us consider the 
following quotation: 


“It is idle to look for time before creation, as if time can be found before time. 

If there were no motion of either a spiritual or corporeal creature by which the 
future, moving through the present, would succeed the past, there would be no 

time at all We should therefore say that time began with creation, rather 

than that creation began with time.” 

If the archaic expression “either a spiritual or corporeal creature” had been 
replaced by a more up-to-date one — such as “a physical object” — one could 
well have thought that the quote came from some modern cosmologist like 
Hawking, or from Einstein. In fact, those are the words of St. Augustine. I 
think you will agree, they beautifully sum up what I have been trying to say. 
Modern cosmologists find it hard to come to terms with the fact that, where 
the beginning of time is concerned, it was a theologian who got there before 
them — 1500 years earlier! 

How did he do it, bearing in mind that St. Augustine obviously knew 
nothing about the Big Bang? He argued somewhat along the following lines: 
How do we know that there is such a thing as time? It’s because things change. 
Physical objects (for instance, the hands of a clock) occupy certain positions at 
one point in time, and move to other positions at another. If nothing moves (or 
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in the past had ever moved), there would be nothing to distinguish one point 
in time from another. There would be no way of working out what the word 
time was supposed to refer to; it would be a meaningless concept. A fortiori, if 
there were no objects at all, moving or stationary (because they had not been 
created), clearly there could be no such thing as time. 

In this way, Augustine cleverly deduced that time was as much a property 
of the created world as anything else. And being a feature of that world, it 
needed to be created along with everything else. Thus it makes no sense to 
think of a time that existed before time began. In particular it makes no sense 
to think of a God capable of predating the world. 

Yet despite all this, Augustine remained one of the greatest Christian teach- 
ers of all time. His realization of the lack of time before creation clearly had no 
adverse effect on his religious beliefs. To understand why this should be so, we 
have to draw a distinction between the words origins and creation. Whereas in 
normal everyday conversation we might use them interchangeably, in theology 
they acquire their own distinctive meanings. For example, if one has in mind a 
question along the lines ol “How did the world get started?” that is a question 
of origins. As such, it is a matter for scientists to decide, their current ideas 
pointing to the Big Bang description. 

The creation question, on the other hand, is quite different. It is not par- 
ticularly concerned with what happened at the beginning. Rather it is to do 
with: “Why is there something rather than nothing?” It is as much concerned 
with the present instant of time as any other. “Why are we here? To whom or 
to what do we owe our existence? What is keeping us in existence?” It is an 
entirely different matter, one not concerned with the mechanics of the origin of 
the cosmos, but with the underlying ground of all being. 

It is for this reason one finds that whenever theologians talk about God 
the Creator, they usually couple it with the idea of God the Sustainer. His 
creativity is not especially invested in that first instant of time; it is to be found 
distributed throughout all time. We exist not because of some instantaneous 
action of God that happened long ago — an action that set in motion all the 
events that have happened subsequently — an inexorable sequence requiring no 
further attention by God, We do not deal with a God who lights the firework 
fuse and retires. He is involved first hand in everything that goes on. 


Chapter 4 


Time in Physics and Theology 


John Polkinghorne 


Everyone knows that St. Augustine was aware of what time is as long as he 
did not try to think about it. Much the same can be said of modern scien- 
tists. Although the twentieth century brought some important new insights 
into the nature of time, a number of significant issues remained unresolved. 
Partly this is because of continuing scientific uncertainties, but it is also partly 
because ultimately the nature of temporality is a metaphysical issue that can- 
not be settled by unaided science alone. I shall seek to survey some of these 
scientific perplexities and the possible meta-scientific responses to them and to 
consider how these issues relate to religious concerns. As a first step it is neces- 
sary to take into account the radical revaluation of our thinking about time that 
resulted from Einstein’s discoveries. 
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Relativity 

Newtonian physics was played out within the container of absolute space 
and in the course of the unfolding of absolute and universal time. This view 
is closely allied to commonsense perception and for two centuries there was 
no serious questioning of the picture it presented. However, difficulties in 
understanding how to integrate the Newtonian mechanics of particles with 
Maxwell’s equations for the electromagnetic field, led a third-class examiner in 
the patent office in Berne to make a fundamental reexamination of this point of 
view. Albert Einstein realized that an operational discussion of how time could 
be measured was necessary and this resulted in his making a radical reassess- 
ment. He supposed that observers were furnished with standard clocks, cyclic 
mechanisms whose successive revolutions are assumed to measure the elapse 
of standard intervals of time, but he then raised the question of how differently 
located observers could ensure that their clocks synchronized with each other. 
This is clearly an essential requirement if one is to be able to discuss motion 
taking place through space. 

Observer A can send a message to observer B saying that his clock now 
reads noon, but if B is to use this to set his clock, he must know how long that 
message took to reach him, so that he is able to make the necessary adjust- 
ment. Einstein supposed that the distance between A and B can be measured 
accurately using standard measuring rods, so B can make the required correc- 
tion if he knows the speed at which As message was transmitted. But, in order 
to measure the speed, one must already have a system of synchronized clocks 
in operation. The problem has bent round upon itself. Without synchronized 
clocks one cannot measure speed; without known speed one cannot synchro- 
nize the clocks. 

Einstein suggested a daring way out of the dilemma. He proposed that in 
nature there is a universal message carrier whose speed is a known constant of 
nature that is the same for all observers. This messenger is light. The problem 
of synchronization is then solved, but at the cost of some highly counterintui- 
tive consequences. If the speed of light is an absolute constant, it will be the 
same if emitted from a moving source or from a stationary source. This runs 
counter to commonsense intuition, which supposes that the velocity of the 
source should be added to the velocity of the emitted light. That seems to be 
the case in everyday experience when a capsule thrown forward from a moving 
train travels faster than a capsule thrown from rest. Following all this through 
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led Einstein to predict a number of strange phenomena: moving clocks run 
slow compared to clocks at rest; moving measuring rods contract along their 
direction of motion; judgment of the simultaneity of distant events depends 
upon the state of motion of the observer making the judgment. Newton’s uni- 
versal time, accessible to all, was replaced by the variety of different observers’ 
temporal experiences. All these predictions have been found to be the case. We 
are only unaware of these strange effects in everyday life because their conse- 
quences are very small for processes involving speeds much less than the veloc- 
ity of light, which is about 300,000 kilometers a second. 

These remarkable insights came to Einstein in 1905 (an amazing year in 
which he also made two other discoveries of fundamental significance). They 
constitute his special theory of relativity. In seeking a name for it Einstein did 
not know whether to stress its relativity or its absoluteness, for though different 
observers make different temporal judgments, their accounts are all mutually 
reconcilable in terms of a four-dimensional space-time measure, called interval, 
on which all agree and which ensures that all observers take a common view 
about the order in which causally related events take place. 

Special relativity is concerned with the unaccelerated motions of bodies. 
In 1915, Einstein extended his thinking to take in acceleration, including the 
effects of gravity. This advance constituted his general theory of relativity. The 
central idea involved what was termed “the principle of equivalence.” 

Mass enters physics in two ways: as inertial mass, measuring a body’s resis- 
tance to having its state of motion changed, and as gravitational mass, measur- 
ing the strength of the interaction by which gravity affects the body’s motion. 
When you stub your toe against a stone you are encountering its inertial mass, 
its reluctance to get out of your way. When you pick up the stone you are 
encountering its gravitational mass as you experience its weight. Although logi- 
cally distinct from each other, these two kinds of mass are always numerically 
the same. In a word, they are quantitatively equivalent. As a consequence of 
this, all bodies move the same way in a gravitational field. For example, a body 
twice as massive offers twice as much resistance to having its motion changed, 
but it also experiences twice as strong a gravitational force to bring about that 
change. The result is, therefore, the same as for the lighter body. Einstein saw 
that this universal behavior meant that the effect of gravity could be treated 
as if it were due to a distortion or curvature of space-time itself. The general 
theory of relativity turns physics into geometry. Most scientists would reckon 
it to be Einstein’s greatest discovery. 
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The resulting theory ties together space, time, and matter into a single 
account. Matter curves space-time and the curvature of space -time influences 
the paths that matter takes through it. Sixteen centuries after Augustine, sci- 
ence confirmed his insight that time and the material creation are intimately 
linked, so that time came into being with the rest of God’s creation. It is no 
good asking what God was doing before creation, since there (was) no “before” 
at all, only the timeless reality of God’s eternity. 

Einstein pressed on to use this linkage to construct an account of the whole 
universe, thereby deriving from general relativity the first truly scientific for- 
mulation of cosmology. Interestingly enough, he got the details wrong! It had 
seemed clear to him, and to most scientists of the day, that cosmology should 
describe a static universe, everlastingly the same in its overall characteristics. 
Physics was to be the last science reluctantly to embrace the reality of history. 
The previous century and a half had seen geology, and then biology, recognize 
the evolving character of the world, but the physicists still clung to an Aristote- 
lian concept of an unchanging universe. To get a static solution of this kind out 
of his equations, Einstein had to tinker with them, making what he later came 
to think of as “the greatest blunder of my life.” Within ten years, Edwin Hubble 
had discovered the recession of the galaxies, and the expansion of the universe 
became the foundation for what later came to be called “Big Bang cosmology.” 
Science’s conclusion appeared consistent with what Aquinas had believed on 
the basis of revelation, that time had a beginning. The physicists locate it about 
fourteen billion years ago. 

General relativity’s account of cosmology also suggested a qualification 
of special relativity’s observer-dependent concept of now-ness. While this 
dependence is certainly true for the experience of localized observers, when we 
consider the universe as a whole there is a natural point of view (or frame of 
reference, to use more technical language) which defines a natural cosmic time. 
It is this idea of time to which cosmologists appeal when they say the universe 
is fourteen billion years old. It arises in this way. 

On the largest scale, our universe is homogenous, a fact reflected in the 
high degree of uniformity found in the cosmic background radiation. The latter 
is lingering signal left over from the state of affairs in the universe after matter 
and radiation had decoupled from each other, an event that took place when 
the cosmos was about half a million years old. This uniformity implies that 
there is a natural preferred point of view from which to think about cosmology, 
namely from the perspective of an observer at rest with respect to the back- 
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ground radiation. There is, therefore, a natural global cosmic “now,” though 
this is modified on smaller scales, particularly near entities that grossly distort 
space-time, such a black holes. 

Relativity theory has greatly advanced our physical understanding of 
space and time, but many puzzles remain. One of them is connected with 
irreversibility. 


Irreversibility 

With a very small exception that genuinely need not concern us, the basic laws 
of physics are reversible, that is to say, they do not make a distinction between 
past and future. If it were possible to make a film of two electrons interacting, 
that film would make equal scientific sense whether it was run backwards or 
forwards. Yet our experience of the everyday macroscopic world is certainly 
irreversible. We know at once that a film in which the bounces of a rubber ball 
get higher and higher is being run in reverse. In our human experience, there is 
an arrow of time pointing from past to future. In fact, from a scientific point of 
view, there are several such arrows, each having a different logical character: 

1. T he thermodynamic arrow of increasing entropy (that is to say, increasing dis- 
order) in isolated systems. This arrow is an expression of the second law 
of thermodynamics and it is commonly believed, without there being 
any full understanding of why this should be so, that it underlies our 
experience of the unidirectionality of time. Entropy increases without 
external intervention, because there are so many more ways for a com- 
plex system to be disorderly than there are for it to be orderly, so that 
disorder wins hands down. Think of your desk to get the point: unless 
you intervene it will get more and more untidy. 

2. The arrow of increasing complexity. The universe started in a very 
simple state (essentially, an almost uniform ball of energy) and it has 
now become very differentiated and complicated. Life in general, and 
human beings in particular, are striking illustrations of this tendency. 
There is no contradiction here with the second law, for living enti- 
ties are not isolated systems, but rather they are what is called dis- 
sipative systems, dependent for their continuing existence upon their 
continuous interaction with the environment. We maintain our very 
considerable order by exporting disorder into our surroundings, for 
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example when we breathe out carbon dioxide as a waste product of 
metabolism. 

3. The cosmic arrow of the universe’s expansion. This points foward from 
the Big Bang. 

4. The arrow of causal ordering, pointingfrom cause to effect. While it is our 
experience that causes precede effects, the fundamental laws of physics 
do not enforce this to be the case. Their equations admit of two types 
of solutions: retarded solutions, corresponding to cause before effect, 
and advanced solutions, corresponding to causes that operate from the 
future. The empirical nature of our world is fitted by past causes alone, 
but the reason why this is so is not at all well understood. 

5. The psychological arrow of human temporal experience. We can remem- 
ber the past but we have no access to the unknown future. 

All five arrows point in the same direction. Yet there is no widely agreed or 
satisfactory understanding of why this should be so. From a theological point 
of view, the existence of these arrows seems congenial to the common linear 
concept of temporality held by the three Abrahamic faiths, Judaism, Christi- 
anity, and Islam, which all see time as a path to be trodden. It may seem more 
problematic from the point of view of cyclical notions of temporality, such as 
those Eastern faiths appear to espouse when they speak of a samsaric wheel 
from which to seek release. 

Time’s arrows can be used to define a sequence of events arranged accord- 
ing to what the Cambridge philosopher, John McTaggart, would have called 
“the B-series,” ordered by the relationship of “before” and “after.” McTaggart 
rejected what he called “the A-series” ordering, based on the division between 
past, present, and future. We therefore, need to go on to consider questions of 
“now-ness” and the flow of time. 

The Flow of Time 

A number of different scientific points of view have been appealed to by those 
who consider this issue. In each case a chain of thought is presented leading 
from science to metascience, and then on to metaphysics more generally, with 
theological considerations finally coming into play. 1 The links in these chains 
of argument are not tight connections arising from logical necessity, but they 
are the looser associations of what one might call alogical consonance. In con- 
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sequence, there is much room for discussion and dissent. Four broad strategic 
approaches seem to be possible. 

Time as a Psychological Trick 

One possibility is that the human experience of the passage of time is a trick ot 
psychological perspective. According to this view, the universe simply is, in its 
four-dimensional space-time character. Special relativity is often appealed to 
as the scientific support for this metascientific position. The fact that different 
observers assign simultaneity to different collections of distant events in differ- 
ent ways is held to imply that all these events are existent on equal terms, even 
if some observers think that they occur at different times and others that they 
occur at the same time. It is then claimed that this shows that the past and the 
future must be as physically real as the present. 

Another argument leading to a similar conclusion is that the equations of 
physics contain no reference to a preferred “present moment.” So to speak, t = 0 
has no special significance. Physics does not know about “now.” 

If these arguments were right, then the proper metaphysical picture would 
be that of the “block universe”: reality as a chunk of frozen cosmic history. The 
true reality is the whole space-time continuum. This seems to have been the 
way in which Einstein thought about the matter. When he wrote a consolatory 
letter to the widow of his great friend Michele Besso, he told her that to physi- 
cists the distinction between past, present, and future was an illusion, even if a 
somewhat stubborn illusion. 

There are obvious analogies here with the way in which classical theology, 
stemming from Augustine and Boethius, conceived of God’s relationship to 
creation. The atemporal deity perceives the whole of history “at once.” Aquinas 
held that this was fully compatible with human freedom because God’s knowl- 
edge is always contemporary knowledge and therefore n o jo re kn o w 1 e dge of free 
actions was involved. For God there is no unknown future; all is present before 
the atemporal gaze of the divine. 

Since God surely knows things as they really are, there would seem to be an 
implication from classical theology that the block universe is indeed the right 
picture to take. It need not be a deterministic universe that is viewed this way, 
for determinism is concerned with the causal relationships between events and 
what these are is not logically settled, one way or the other, simply by adopting 
the block universe approach. The nature of causality is a separate question, but 
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one has to recognize that there is a certain tendency to associate atemporality 
and determinism together. 

However, I reject the block universe picture, in particular challenging its 
alleged scientific motivation. If the laws of physics do not contain a representa- 
tion of the present moment, then so much the worse for physics! Our basic 
experience of the moving present is not to be dismissed so summarily. There 
must just be more to say than physics can tell. Only a strong reductionist, for 
whom physical science is all, could maintain the contrary. 

Of course, I agree that it is the case that different observers give different 
interpretations of simultaneity, but all these interpretations are retrospective 
orderings of what is already causally past. Observers do not know about distant 
events until those events are unambiguously within their past lightcones (the 
domain of events that can send signals to that observer). Such constructions can 
do nothing to establish the claim of the already existent reality of future events. 

Time as the Measure of a Closed Universe 

A second possibility is that time is the measure of the development of the closed 
order of the universe. This is the picture of the clockwork cosmos, so chillingly 
articulated by Laplace’s idea of a calculating demon who, given Newton’s laws 
and total knowledge of the present, could then predict the whole future and 
retrodict the whole past. 

According to this view, the future and the past are mere rearrangements of 
the present, without any independent novelty to them, and so one might again 
think that the block universe would be the natural metaphysical expression to 
choose. However, it has been more usual to think of this approach in terms 
of the unfolding in time of a rigorously deterministic process. Its theological 
counterpart is, of course, the God of deism, who set creation to spinning and 
then simply let it continue on in its strictly ordered way. 

Isaac Newton himself never took so mechanical a view of reality, but his suc- 
cessors certainly did. It all looks somewhat different today, because twentieth- 
century science uncovered the existence of extensive intrinsic unpredictabilities 
present in physical process. These have two sources. One is the notoriously 
probabilistic character of quantum theory, operating at the subatomic roots of 
the world. The other, equally surprising to prior expectation, lies in the discov- 
ery of chaos theory, operating at the macroscopic levels of classical Newtonian 
physics and everyday experience. It turns out that, though there are some clocks 
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around, many classical systems are what we might call “clouds.” That is to say, 
they are so exquisitely sensitive to the fine details of their circumstance that 
the slightest variation or disturbance will totally change their future behavior. 
It is well known that one way in which this unexpected discovery came to light 
was through the study of simple models of the earth’s weather systems — hence 
the “butterfly effect”: that an African butterfly flapping its wings in the jungle 
today could create effects that grew and grew until they produced a storm over 
England in about three weeks’ time. 

Both quantum theory and chaos theory have been nails in the coffin of a 
merely mechanical account of nature, if by mechanical we mean systems that 
are tame and controllable because their behavior is predictable. Unpredictabil- 
ity is what the learned call an epistemological property; that is to say it relates 
to the knowledge that we can have of a system’s behavior. There is no inescap- 
able entailment carrying one over from epistemology to ontology, that is to 
say what the system is actually like in its intrinsic nature. However, scientists 
are instinctive realists, so that for them, what we can or cannot know is held 
to be a reliable guide to what is actually the case. If we did not think that our 
knowledge of the physical world is telling what it is actually like, it is hard to see 
why we should go to all the effort and struggle involved in scientific research. 
So, in a phrase I coined and that I am rather fond of, scientists have the 
stirring legend“Epistemology models Ontology” emblazoned on their T-shirts. 
What we can know is a reliable guide to what is the case. Those who are reli- 
gious believers can appeal to a theological undergirding of this realist belief: the 
faithful Creator is surely not in the business of misleading us about the nature 
of creation. 

In the case of quantum theory, following the strategy of realism has been 
an almost universal move, both for physicists and philosophers. Almost all of 
them regard Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle (which was originally con- 
cerned with the epistemological question of what could actually be measured) 
not as merely a principle of ignorance, but as an ontological principle of inde- 
terminacy. That this is not a move forced by physics itself is made clear by the 
existence of a deterministic interpretation of quantum theory, due to David 
Bohm . 2 His theory is identical in its empirical consequences to the conven- 
tional indeterministic quantum theory, but for Bohm probabilities arise solely 
from partial ignorance of all that is going on. 

In the case of chaos theory, such a strategy of ontological interpretation 
has been far less popular, though some of us have advocated it . 3 Most people, 
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however, have been bewitched by the Newtonian equations from which the 
discussion started — but with which it need not end — and they have accorded 
them a prior status that then forecloses the ontological issue. However, it is 
worth considering the possibility that these classical equations are no more 
than what one might call a “downward emergent approximation” to a more 
subtle and supple physical reality. 

The fact of the matter is that questions of causality are metaphysical ques- 
tions that must receive metaphysical answers, which are then to be defended 
on metaphysical grounds. Inevitably there is a choice of lines that could be 
followed. It is possible to regard all unpredictabilities as simply epistemological 
deficits, no more than unavoidable ignorances. On this basis, those who wish 
to do so can then retain a picture of the temporal unfolding of a closed deter- 
ministic universe. However, it is also possible to take these unpredictabilities as 
affording welcome ontological opportunities. Those who take this latter course 
are then led to believe the next possibility. 

Time as the Unfolding of an Open Universe 

A third possibility is that time is the unfolding development of a universe open 
to its future. On this view, the intrinsic unpredictabilities of nature are to be 
interpreted as affording room for the operation of additional causal principles, 
over and above the exchange of energy between constituents that has been the 
traditional causal picture of a methodologically reductionist physics. In the case 
of chaos theory, consideration of the form that these additional causal prin- 
ciples might be expected to take suggests that they will be holistic in character 
(since they relate to sensitivities that will not permit the system to be treated in 
isolation from the influence of its environment) and concerned with the gen- 
eration of future patterns of behavior that may be characterized in terms of an 
informational input specifying what the pattern will actually be. The intrinsic 
indeterminacy of a chaotic system means that it faces a portfolio of possible 
future behaviors, only one of which, of course, will actually be realized. These 
many different possibilities do not differ from each other in terms of their total 
energy content but in the character of the patterns in which that energy will 
actually flow. One might picture the occurrence of one of these patterns as 
representing an input of information specifying its particular structure. 

A convenient way of summarizing these metaphysical expectations is to 
say that the familiar energetic causality of conventional physics will be comple- 
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merited by the causal efficacy of an additional causal principle that one might 
call “active information.” 4 One reason for defending metaphysical speculations 
of this kind is that they offer the glimmer — I say no more than that — of the 
opportunity for accommodating our direct human experience of intentional 
agency and our theological intuition of divine providential agency both operat- 
ing within the flexible future of an open universe. 

A worldview of this kind would have certain implications for theology. It 
allows the possibility for divine action to take the form of a continuous inter- 
action with creation’s history complementing but not overruling the activities 
of creatures. It is consistent with a strong concept of continuous creation, and 
with the theological interpretation of an evolutionary world as being, to use the 
English clergyman Charles Kingsley’s splendid phrase, a creation allowed by 
the Creator “to make itself,” 5 though not bereft of divine guidance in the doing 
of it. A number of theological consequences flow from this point of view: 

1. Since agency operates within the cloudiness of unpredictable physical 
process, it can never be exhibited and itemized, as if nature did this, 
human intention did that and divine providence did the third thing. 
All are inextricably intertwined, so that faith may perceive, but sci- 
ence cannot demonstrate, their separate actions. 

2. The universe is a world of true becoming, in which the form of the 
future is not already present in the shape of the past. If that is creation’s 
true character, then surely the Creator will know it as it is, and there- 
fore in this unfolding fashion. This seems to imply that God will not 
just know that events are successive but God will know them in their 
succession. In other words, there must be a temporal pole within the 
divine nature in addition to the unchanging eternity of God. Such a 
dipolar account of divinity seems consistent both with the God of the 
Bible, continually engaged with unfolding history, and with the divine 
immersion in time that took place in the incarnation. God’s embrac- 
ing of time in this manner can be understood as part of the Creator’s 
kenotic self-limitation in allowing the created (and temporal) other 
to be. This idea provides theology with an important resource as it 
struggles with its greatest perplexity, the problem of theodicy and how 
we are to understand the evil and suffering present in a world believed 
to be the creation of a good and powerful Creator. This history ot 
the universe is not the performance of a fixed score written from all 
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eternity, but it is a grand improvization in which creatures and their 
Creator all play their parts. We do not have to believe that God spe- 
cifically wills the act of a murderer, or the incidence of a cancer, but 
both are permitted to happen in a universe that is allowed to be and to 
make itself. How to think about the balance between divine action and 
creaturely activity is the age-old problem of roles of grace and freewill, 
now written cosmically large. 

3. Even more contentiously, this approach raises the question of 
God’s knowledge of the future. 6 God must surely know all that can 
be known but, in a world of true becoming, the unformed future is 
not yet there to be known. If this is correct, a further aspect of the 
Creator’s kenotic act of creation is the divine acceptance of a current 
omniscience (knowing all that can be known now), instead of an abso- 
lute omniscience (knowing all that ever will be knowable). Although 
this is in conflict with the thought of classical theology, it is a view that 
has a good number of modern supporters. 

Speculative Proposals 

A variety of highly speculative proposals about the fundamental nature of time 
and of the universe have arisen from quantum cosmology. 7 The attempt to 
apply quantum mechanics to the whole universe is not a project of manifest 
feasibility. Its exploration has been greatly hampered by the fact that, at pres- 
ent, we do not know how to reconcile quantum theory and general relativity 
satisfactorily with each other. Nevertheless, cosmologists are bold thinkers and 
there have been a number of speculative proposals. Some see time as a sec- 
ondary construct, emerging in certain circumstances from a more basic theory 
based on space alone. Others see universes bubbling up from fluctuations in 
an ur-vacuum, from which worlds rise and fall in endless profusion. Yet others 
propose that we live in a multiuniverse, each component of which is a universe 
with a different unfolding of history according to the way in which the out- 
comes of quantum events have actually occurred within it. 

So far, these ideas are too precarious and uncertain to be the basis for much 
useful metaphysical or theological thinking. Perhaps one can make two com- 
ments from a theological perspective. One is that Christianity has a large stake 
in the reality of historic process and it would have great difficulty in accom- 
modating the idea of many alternative histories (one in which Judas betrays 


John Polkinghorne 73 


Christ and one in which he does not, for instance). The other comment is that 
it would be unwise to take too constrained and limited a view of the Creator’s 
will for the fertility of creation. However, at present, I believe it is best to adopt 
a cautious stance and not allow ourselves to be carried away by ingenious but 
doubtful speculations. We should remember that a great Russian theoretical 
physicist, Lev Landau, once said about cosmologists that they are’often in error 
but never in doubt.” 


Eventual Futility 

Scientists do not only peer back into the past but they can also discern the gen- 
eral outlines of the future. As far as the universe is concerned, two alternative 
scenarios are possible. Which scenario will actually occur depends upon the 
balance between the effects of the Big Bang, blowing matter apart, and the force 
of gravity, pulling matter together. These two effects are very evenly balanced. 
Currently, most cosmologists favor the idea that expansion will be the winner, 
but it is probably prudent to consider both possibilities. It turns out, however, 
that, either way, the ultimate cosmic future looks bleak. 

If expansion predominates (which is scientifically the currently favored 
alternative), the galaxies will continue to fly apart forever, eventually decaying 
into ever-cooling low-grade radiation. That way, the universe ends with a dying 
whimper. If, however, gravity were to win, the present expansion would one day 
be halted and reversed. What began with the Big Bang would end in the big 
crunch of cosmic collapse. That way the universe also ends with a bang. Either 
way, its ultimate fate is futility. 

Neither possibility will happen soon. Many tens of billions of years of 
cosmic history are expected to lie ahead. But it is as certain as can be that car- 
bon-based life will eventually prove to have been a transient episode in the uni- 
verse. Contemplating these predictions, the distinguished American theoretical 
physicist and atheist, Steven Weinberg, said that the more he understood the 
universe, the more it seemed pointless. From within his horizontal perspective, 
one can fully understand Weinberg’s judgment. 

Conclusion 

From a theological perspective, however, these gloomy but reliable predictions 
simply remind us that the fulfillment of the kingdom of God will not come 
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solely from the processes of present history. A kind of evolutionary optimism is 
not enough. It there is a hope for the universe beyond its death — or a hope for 
ourselves beyond our deaths — it can only lie in the everlasting faithfulness of 
God, the One who, as Jesus said, is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the 
“God not of the dead, but of the living” (Mark 12:27). One of the central points 
at issue between the atheist and the believer is whether we live in a cosmos or a 
chaos, whether or not the universe makes total sense, now and always. I believe 
that it is crucial to Christianity to hold to a well-articulated and credible escha- 
tological hope. The foundations of that hope are the faithfulness of God and 
the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. But to go on to consider that topic, 
vital as it is, would be to tell another story, which is something I have tried to do 
in a recent book. 8 All I want to do now is make a single point about the form ol 
that Christian hope of the life of the new creation. In this world, the world of 
the old creation, it is intrinsic to our humanity that we are embodied and that 
we are temporal beings for whom time is a significant and inescapable reality. 
I think this will also be God’s will for us in the life of the world to come. That 
is why our hope is a resurrection hope, of reembodiment in the transformed 
“matter” of the new creation, as it is redeemed from the transience and decay 
that are inevitable properties of the matter of this world. I believe also that our 
hope is a temporal hope, for we shall live in the time of the new creation. Simi- 
larly time will be redeemed. Human fulfillment is not to be a timeless moment 
of illumination, but it will be the unending exploration of the inexhaustible 
riches of the divine nature, made available to us in the everlasting unfolding of 
the redeemed in the history of the new creation. Now that is really something 
to look forward to. 


Chapter 5 


God, Time, and Eternity 


William Lane Craig 


In the program, the topic that I am listed to be speaking on today is the topic 
of the elimination of absolute time by the special theory of relativity How- 
ever, in the interim I changed my mind about that topic, and having listened 
to Sir John Polkinghorne yesterday, I was very glad that I did because I think 
that Professor Polkinghorne very effectively exploded the idea that the special 
theory of relativity has eliminated Newton’s concept of absolute time. As Sir 
John said, the notion of time, or temporality, is a metascientific or metaphysical 
notion at bottom and therefore cannot be pronounced upon ultimately by sci- 
ence. Indeed, I would be so bold as to say that relativity theory actually teaches 
us nothing about the nature of time but everything about our physical mea- 
sures of time. So I was glad that I had changed my topic from addressing spe- 
cifically relativity theory to a more general discussion of the topic “God, Time, 
and Eternity.” 
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God, declares the prophet Isaiah, is “the high and lofty one who inhabits 
eternity” (Isa 57:15). But being a prophet and not a philosopher, Isaiah did 
not pause to reflect upon the nature of divine eternity. Minimally, to be eternal 
means to be without beginning and end. To say that God is eternal means 
minimally that he never came into being and will never go out of being. To exist 
eternally is to exist permanently. 

A Biblical View of God and Time 

But having said that, we must note that there are at least two ways in which 
something could exist eternally. One way would be to exist omnitemporally — 
that is to say, at every point in time. And if time is extended infinitely into the 
past and into the future, then a being which existed omnitemporally would 
exist without beginning and end. He would never come into existence or go out 
of existence; he would exist permanently. And typically, the Scripture speaks of 
God in terms of his everlasting, omnitemporal duration. For example, Psalm 
90:1-2 says, “Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations. Before 
the mountains were brought forth, or ever you had formed the earth and the 
world, from everlasting to everlasting, you art God.” The picture here in the 
psalmist’s mind is of an omnitemporal God who endures for all time, from 
eternity past into eternity future. 

On the other hand, a being could exist eternally, without beginning and 
end, if such a being were altogether timeless; that is to say, a being which com- 
pletely transcended time, which had no temporal location and therefore no tem- 
poral extension but just existed outside of time, would have neither beginning 
nor end. Such a being would simply exist in a single, timeless “present,” if you 
will. Although the Scripture does not speak of God explicitly in terms of such 
timeless eternity, there are, nevertheless, some biblical passages that do inti- 
mate a transcendence of God beyond time. For example, Genesis 1:1 says, “In 
the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (AV). And then it goes 
on to describe his creation of the first day and the second day, and the third, 
and so forth. Thus this beginning envisioned by the author of Genesis may not 
simply be a beginning of the material universe, the cosmos, but a beginning of 
time itself. Now since God did not begin to exist, this would imply that God, in 
some difficult-to-articulate way, existed beyond the beginning of time — beyond 
the commencement of time in the universe described in verse 1. 
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Similarly, in the New Testament there are a number of very interesting 
passages that speak of God’s existence before time. For example, in the dox- 
ology at the conclusion of the book of Jude, verse 25, we read, “To the only 
God, our savior through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, 
and authority before all time and now and forever" In this passage, in an almost 
inevitable fagon de parler (manner of speaking), the author speaks of God as 
existing before all time; in some sense, God exists beyond time. If time is finite 
and had a commencement, then God, being eternal, must in some way exist 
beyond time. 

So the biblical data are not clear on the nature of divine eternity. There 
are passages which intimate that God might be omnitemporal and passages 
which intimate that he might be utterly timeless, and therefore it is impossible 
to decide this question biblically. We must turn to rational, theological, and 
philosophical reflection in order to adjudicate the nature of divine eternity. 

A Theological/Philosophical View of God and Time 

Now someone might say at this point, “Why do such a thing? Why not simply 
rest content with the biblical affirmation that God is without beginning and 
end and exists permanently, and let it go at that, and not try to decide between 
these two competing theories of divine eternity?” I want to suggest two reasons 
why I think it is important that we delve into this topic more deeply and not 
just rest with the minimalist interpretation. 

The first reason is apologetical in nature. Namely, modern naturalism often 
attacks theism, or belief in God, not simply on the basis of a lack of evidence 
for the existence of God but because, naturalists sometimes claim, the very 
concept of God is incoherent and therefore there cannot be such a being that 
falls under that concept. A good example of this would be the prize-winning 
physicist, P. C. W. Davies in his book God and the New Physics, which was a 
runaway bestseller when it first came out and catapulted Davies into instant 
fame as one of the best scientific popularizers of our day. Davies argues that 
God can be neither temporal nor timeless. He says that God cannot be timeless 
because God, as described in the Bible, is a person; but persons are inherently 
temporal in nature. They act and react, they are conscious beings who deliber- 
ate and anticipate and remember. They think about things. They intend to do 
things and then carry out those projects. All of these are temporal activities, 
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and therefore if God is personal, as the Bible claims, God cannot be atemporal, 
or timeless. 

On the other hand, says Davies, neither can God be temporal. For if God 
exists in time, then he is subject to the laws of relativity theory which govern 
space and time, and therefore he cannot be omnipotent because he is under the 
laws of nature. So the theist is confronted with a dilemma. The theist believes 
that God is both personal and omnipotent; but it he is both of these he can be 
neither timeless nor temporal, and therefore such a God simply cannot exist. 
The God of the Bible does not exist. 

Now in answer to someone like Professor Davies, it is futile simply to quote 
Bible verses to him because his argument is that the biblical concept of God is 
incoherent. So the Christian theologian needs to provide some sort of coherent 
model, or theory, of divine eternity which will escape Davies’s dilemma. 

The second reason that we cannot, I think, be silent on this issue of God’s 
relationship to time is a doctrinal reason. That is to say, for better or worse, 
there have already been a good many careless statements that have been made 
about the doctrine of divine eternity, so that it is pointless to remain silent now. 
The cat is already out of the bag! Preachers from the pulpit constantly make 
statements about’our going to be with the Lord in eternity,” and so forth. Many 
times, I think, these statements are theologically inaccurate. A good illustration 
of this problem is the book Disappointment with God by the popular Christian 
author Phillip Yancey. Now I want to say immediately that I enjoyed reading 
Disappointment with God and found much of it to be meaningful and poignant. 
But nevertheless, the centerpiece of Yancey’s solution to the problem of disap- 
pointment with God — that is to say, disappointment for the gratuitous suffer- 
ing and evil that God permits in our lives — the centerpiece of his solution is 
Yancey’s doctrine of divine eternity. But when you read his explication of eter- 
nity, you find that it is self-contradictory. He actually adopts two analogies for 
divine eternity that support mutually exclusive views. One of them supports 
divine timelessness,* the other supports divine omnitemporality. So at the very 
heart of his book is this logical incoherence that leaves the problem of disap- 
pointment with God unsolved. 

Therefore, as reflective Christians, I think we simply cannot afford, to 
remain silent upon the nature of divine eternity. We need to engage in the proj- 
ect of sorting out a theory or model of divine eternity which is biblically faith- 
ful and logically coherent. 
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Now, having said that, I want to emphasize that we do not do so dogmati- 
cally, because the Scriptures are open on this issue. The theory that we develop 
will be held tentatively. It will be put forth as a suggested model for the Christian 
community to scrutinize and assess. And in fact, when you look at the contem- 
porary scene, you find that Christian scholars do differ on their understanding 
of divine eternity. Traditionally, Gods eternity has been understood in terms of 
timelessness. God simply transcends time; he does not exist in time. He does 
not exist now, but he exists simply timelessly. Great proponents of this view have 
been people like St. Augustine, Boethius, Anselm, and Thomas Aquinas as Tim- 
othy George has explained in his essay. And on the contemporary scene, such 
philosophers as Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzman, Paul Helm, Brian 
Leftow, and John Yates have all defended the theory of divine timelessness . 1 

On the other hand, there have also been a considerable number of thinkers 
who have defended divine temporality. Among classical authors we might men- 
tion John Duns Scotus or William Ockham. Isaac Newton, the great father of 
modern physics, in his scholium to the Principia, which is printed in your packet 
of materials for this conference, defended divine temporality. On the contempo- 
rary scene, such thinkers as Alan Padgett, Richard Swinburne, Stephen Davis, 
and Nicholas Wolterstorff have all opted for models of divine temporality . 2 

Now clearly, both of these views cannot be right because they are contra- 
dictory to one another. To say that God is timeless is simply to say that he is 
not temporal. So, one is the negation, or denial, of the other. If God is time- 
less, he is not temporal; if he is temporal, then by definition he is not time- 
less. Very often, lay people will say, “Well, why can’t God be both? Why can he 
not be both temporal and atemporal?” Well, the problem with that answer is 
that unless you can provide a model that makes sense of that claim, it is flatly 
self-contradictory and therefore cannot be true. It is like saying that something 
is both black and not black. That is logically impossible, unless you can give 
some sort of model that would provide a distinction that would make it pos- 
sible. For example, something might be black on one side and not black on the 
other side. Or it might be black at one time but later be non-black at another 
time. So if you are going to maintain that God is both temporal and atemporal, 
you need to provide some sort of a model that would make sense of that. But 
obviously, in this case neither of these two alternatives would do because one 
part of God can not be temporal and the other part atemporal, because as an 
immaterial being God doesn’t have separable parts. He is not made up of parts. 
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Neither can you say coherently that God is atemporal at one time and temporal 
at another time because it is flatly self-contradictory to say that he is nontem- 
poral at a certain time . That approach is a contradiction in terms. So, both of 
these views of divine eternity cannot be right. We have to decide whether God 
is timeless or temporal. 

What I would like to do is first to look at arguments for and against divine 
timelessness and then to look at arguments for and against divine temporality. 

Arguments for and against Divine Timelessness 

Now most of the arguments for divine timelessness that I read in the litera- 
ture, I find to be either clearly fallacious or at best inconclusive. But there is 
one argument for divine timelessness that I do find very persuasive, and this 
is the argument based upon the incompleteness of temporal life. Temporal life 
is radically incomplete in that we do not yet have our future, and we no longer 
have our past. Our past is continually receding away, and we are always reach- 
ing out toward the future we do not have. Our only hold on existence is the 
present moment that is ever fleeting, ever vanishing, ever passing away. And yet 
this is the only hold on existence that we as temporal beings have. Our lives are 
thus radically evanescent and have a tenuous hold on existence. But this seems 
incompatible with the life of a most perfect being, such as God is. 

This evanescence of temporal life was brought home to me several years 
ago in an unexpectedly powerful way as I was reading Laura Ingalls Wilder’s 
book Little House in the Big Woods to our small children, Charity and John. 
Now you would not expect this book to be a source of philosophical insight, 
but as I came to the final, closing paragraphs of this book, I was absolutely 
stunned by what I read. (It did not have this impact upon my children, but it 
hit me like a hammer!) This is what she wrote: 

The long winter evenings of firelight and music had come again . . . Pa's 
strong, sweet voice was softly singing: 

“Shall auld acquaintance be forgot, 

And never brought to mind? 

Shall auld acquaintance be forgot. 

And the days of auld lang syne? 

And the days of auld lang syne, my friend. 

And the days of auld lang syne. 
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Shall auld acquaintance be forgot. 

And the days of auld lang syne?” 

When the fiddle had stopped singing Laura called out softly, "What are 
days of auld lang syne, Pa?”’ 

“They are the days of a long time ago, Laura,” Pa said. "Go to sleep, now.’” 

But Laura lay awake a little while, listening to Pa's fiddle softly playing and 
to the lonely sound of the wind in the Big Woods. She looked at Pa sitting on the 
bench by the Earth, the firelight gleaming on his brown hair and beard and glis- 
tening on the honey-brown fiddle. She looked at Ma, gently rocking and knitting. 

She thought to herself, "This is now.” 

She was glad that the cosy house, and Pa and Ma and the firelight and the 
music, were now. They could not be forgotten, she thought, because now is now. 
It can never be a long time ago. 3 

What makes this passage so poignant, of course, is that in our "now” the time 
that Laura Ingalls thought was so real, the time that was "now” for her, is long 
ago. It is gone — gone forever! Ma and Pa are gone. The American frontier is 
gone. Laura Ingalls Wilder herself is gone. Those years that she called "the 
happy, golden days” are gone, gone forever, never to be reclaimed. Time has 
a savage way of gnawing away at existence, making our claim upon existence 
tenuous and fleeting. And surely this is incompatible with the life of a most 
perfect being, such as God is. A perfect being must have his life all at once, 
complete, never passing away or yet to come. In other words, the life of a perfect 
being must be a timeless existence in which he exists in an eternal now that 
never passes away. 

This argument for divine atemporality strikes me as extremely plausible 
and powerful. And yet I do not think it is entirely demonstrative because I 
think that the fleetingness of time is diminished for an omniscient being. Part 
of the reason that time’s tooth seems so savage to us is because we no longer 
have a complete memory of the past or anticipation of the future in our minds. 
But for an omniscient being who knows completely past, present, and future as 
though they were right now, the fleeting nature of time’s passage is not so mel- 
ancholy an affair. God can recall past events and relive them with a vividness 
and reality as though they were present. Similarly, he foreknows events to come 
in the future with the same sort of reality with which he can know present 
events. So for a being who has complete recollection of the past and complete 
foreknowledge of the future, the passage of time is not so severe and detrimen- 
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tal a defect as it is for us finite, temporal creatures. Nevertheless, in the absence 
of countermanding arguments for divine temporality, I do think this argument 
gives some plausible grounds for affirming that God is atemporal. 

What objections, then, might be raised against divine timelessness? Well, 
one of the most popular objections that has been raised in the literature is that 
timelessness and personhood are incompatible. Persons engage in activities such 
as anticipation of the future and recollection of the past; in deliberation and 
discursive thinking; in experiencing conscious feelings. All of these are tempo- 
ral activities. Therefore, the idea of a timeless person is said to be incoherent. 

Well, is this a good argument? I’m not persuaded that it is a good objec- 
tion. Let us conduct a thought experiment: imagine that God had refrained 
from creating the world. Imagine God existing without creation. We can think 
of a possible “world” in which God alone exists, solitary, and without any uni- 
verse or created order whatsoever. Would God, in such a world, be temporal? 
Well, if he had a stream of consciousness, clearly he would be temporal because 
there would be a temporal series of mental events going on in his mind. But let 
us suppose that God exists changelessly in such a state, that he has a single state 
of consciousness. Would He, in that case, be temporal? Well, I think that is far 
from obvious. On the contrary, on a relational view of time in which time is a 
concomitant of events, such a changeless state would be a state of timelessness. 
So God existing in such a state would, I think, plausibly be timeless. 

Someone might say, “A personal being cannot exist in a timeless way.” Well, 
why not? What are the conditions sufficient for personhood? Well, it seems 
to me that the condition which is necessary and sufficient for personhood is 
self-consciousness. To know oneself as a self, to have self-awareness and self- 
consciousness and, hence, intentionality and freedom of the will is sufficient 
for personhood. But self-consciousness is not an inherently temporal notion. 
God can simply know all truth in a single intuition of truth without having to 
learn it or having to come by it through a process. As long as his consciousness 
does not change, there is no reason to ascribe to God temporality. So there is 
nothing about a self-conscious life that entails temporality as long as it is a 
changeless self-consciousness. 

As for the other properties we mentioned, I would say that while these 
are common properties of human persons (who are, after all, temporal), these 
are not essential properties of personhood. For example, take deliberation and 
discursive thinking; this is excluded from God not so much because of his 
timelessness but because of his omniscience. An omniscient being does not 
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need to deliberate because he already knows the conclusions to anything that 
he might think about. And therefore God’s thought life cannot be discursive if 
he’s an omniscient being. He simply knows all truth in a single intuition at a 
single moment. Similarly, memory and anticipation are not essential to a time- 
less person because he has nothing to forget and nothing to anticipate it he 
simply exists timelessly. There is no past and future. So these qualities, though 
common to human persons, are not essential to personhood, and therefore it 
seems to me that there is no incoherence in speaking of God as a timeless, 
personal being. 

In fact, I think that the doctrine of the Trinity can help us out here, because 
the doctrine of the Trinity provides a useful model for God’s timeless existence. 
Very often, people will say that persons have to exist in interpersonal relation- 
ships, and therefore God would have to be temporal. But what that assumes 
is that the persons to whom God is related would have to be human persons. 
But according to the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, that is not true. God, 
in his own being, is tri-personal, and in the unity of his own being God can 
enjoy the fullness of interpersonal relationships within the Godhead itself in 
a timeless and changeless way. Everything the Father knows, the Son and the 
Spirit know; what the Father loves, the Spirit and the Son love; what the Son 
wills, the Father and the Spirit will. This is the doctrine of perichoresis, accord- 
ing to which the three persons of the Godhead are completely transparent to 
one another and interpenetrate one another. And just as we sometimes speak 
metaphorically of two lovers who sit just staring into each other’s eyes, not 
speaking a word, as “lost in that timeless moment,” so, in a literal way, God in 
the interpersonal relationships of the Trinity, can exist in a timeless moment 
of complete love, fulfillment, and blissfulness in the self-sufficiency of his own 
being. Thus I am not at all persuaded that timelessness and personhood are 
incompatible; it seems to me quite possible, and plausible, that God can exist 
timelessly while being personal. 

So in summary, then, we have seen one good argument for divine timeless- 
ness — not decisive, but, I think, a plausible argument — and so far no good 
reason to reject divine timelessness. 

Arguments for and against Divine Temporality 

What about divine temporality? Let me share with you two arguments in favor 
of divine temporality. The first argument is the argument based upon God’s 
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causal relationship to the world. In order to understand this, you need first to 
understand the difference between intrinsic and extrinsic change. Something 
changes intrinsically if one of its properties changes, which it has in isolation 
from its relationship to anything else. For example, a ripening apple turns from 
green to red; that is an intrinsic change in the apple. Something changes extrin- 
sically if it changes in its relations to something else. For example, I was once 
taller than my son John, but I am now shorter than my son John, not because 
of any intrinsic change in me, but because of an intrinsic change in him. He 
has grown taller. I have become shorter than John by undergoing an extrin- 
sic change. I have remained intrinsically changeless in terms of my height, but 
I have undergone extrinsic change in relation to John in that, because of his 
change in height, I am now in a new relation, namely smaller than, whereas 
before I stood in a different relation, taller than, to my son. So thus I have 
undergone a relational or extrinsic change. 

Now in order for something to be temporal, it does not need to be intrin- 
sically changing. All it needs to experience is extrinsic change in its relations. 
For example, imagine a rock existing in outer space, frozen at absolute zero. 
(Now I know that is physically impossible, but this is just a thought experi- 
ment.) Let us imagine this rock is frozen at absolute zero, so it is absolutely 
changeless intrinsically. Would that rock be timeless? Well, I think clearly not, 
because it could still change extrinsically in its relation to things around it. A 
meteor whizzes by — a little later, another meteor whizzes by — and a little later, 
another meteor whizzes by. Even though the rock is intrinsically changeless, it 
clearly stands in temporal relations with these successive events. And therefore 
merely extrinsic change is sufficient for a temporal existence. 

Now God, as the creator of the universe, is causally related to the world. 
He brings the world into existence. And the question is, would God be tempo- 
ral in virtue of his changing relationships with a temporal universe? Let us do 
another thought experiment. 

Imagine God existing once more, alone, without the world, without the 
creation. Now in such a state, God is either timeless or temporal. If he’s tempo- 
ral, then the issue is decided. God is in time. So let us suppose that he’s timeless. 
And now let us suppose that God decides to create the world, and he brings 
the universe into being. Now when he does so, God either remains timeless or 
else he becomes temporal in virtue of his new relationship to a changing world. 
If God becomes temporal, then clearly he is in time. So could God remain 
timeless while creating the universe? Well, I do not think so. Why? Because in 


William Lane Craig 85 


creating the universe God undergoes at least an extrinsic change — a relational 
change. At the moment of creation he comes into a new relation in which he 
did not stand before because there was no “before.” It is the first moment of 
time. And at the first moment of time, he comes into this new relation of sus- 
taining the universe or at least of coexisting with the universe, a relation in which 
he did not stand before. And thus, in virtue of this extrinsic, relational change, 
God would be brought into time at the moment of creation. 

Thinkers such as Thomas Aquinas attempted to elude the force of this 
argument by denying that God sustains any real relations with the cre- 
ated order. Aquinas granted that if God does come into new relations at the 
moment of creation, like being Lord, then he would be temporal. So Aquinas 
was driven to deny that God sustains any real relations to the world. Aquinas 
said that we as creatures are related really to God as his effects, but God is not 
really related to us as our cause or Creator. But I think that such a doctrine is 
clearly an expedient of desperation. God is causally related to the universe, and 
it seems impossible or incoherent to say that there could be real effects without 
a real cause. How could we be really related to God as effect to cause, but God 
not related to us as cause to effect? Moreover, God seems clearly related to us 
in that he knows us, he loves us, and he wills our existence. So it seems to me 
that Aquinas’ solution is simply not plausible. These are real relations by any 
sensible definition of the term real relation. Therefore I think we have a power- 
ful reason for thinking that in virtue of his causal relationship to a temporal 
creation, God is temporal. 

The second argument that I’d like to share is the argument based upon 
God’s knowledge of tensed facts. In order to understand this argument, we 
need to appreciate the difference between’tensed facts” and’tenseless facts.” For 
example, it is a tenseless fact that the C. S. Lewis Summer Institute in Cam- 
bridge begins on 21 July 2002. That fact never changes. It has always been true, 
it will always be true, it is tenselessly true that the C. S. Lewis Summer Insti- 
tute in Cambridge begins 21 July 2002. But that tenseless fact is not enough 
information to prompt me to leave Atlanta, board a plane on the twentieth of 
July, and fly to Cambridge. Why not? Well, because that tenseless fact is always 
true. What do I need to know, in addition to that tenseless fact, in order to 
prompt me to board the plane to fly to Cambridge? What I need to know is the 
tensed fact that today is July 20, or tomorrow is July 21. In virtue of knowing 
that tensed fact, I board the plane and come to Cambridge for the conference. 
So, tensed facts are facts about the relationship of certain events to the pres- 
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ent moment. In the English language tensed facts can be expressed by verbal 
tenses, like the past tense, the present tense, or the future tense; or by adverbs 
like today, yesterday, and tomorrow; or by prepositional phrases like in two days’ 
time, or three days ago. All of these are ways of expressing tensed facts. 

Now notice that I, in virtue of knowing tensed facts, must have a temporal 
location. It I know today is July 20, then I am located at July 20. Moreover, in 
knowing tensed facts, I would be constantly changing. I would know that today 
is July 20. The next day I would then know that today is July 21 and the next day 
that today is July 22. So any being that knows tensed facts is undergoing change 
and is therefore temporal. As an omniscient being, God cannot be ignorant of 
tensed facts. He must know not only the tenseless facts about the universe, but 
he must also know tensed facts about the world. Otherwise, God would be 
literally ignorant of what is going on now in the universe. An atemporal God 
would not have any idea of what is now happening in the universe because that 
is a tensed fact. He would be like a movie director who has a knowledge of a 
movie film lying in the canister; he knows what picture is on every frame of 
the film lying in the can, but he has no idea of which frame is now being pro- 
jected on the screen in the theater downtown. Similarly, God would be igno- 
rant of what is now happening in the universe. That is surely incompatible with 
a robust doctrine of divine omniscience. Therefore I am persuaded that if God 
is omniscient, he must know tensed facts and, therefore, must be in time. 

So we have two good arguments, I think, for divine temporality. What 
objections might be raised against God’s being in time? Again, let me mention 
two. The first objection to God’s being in time is that both of the two argu- 
ments that I just gave for divine temporality presuppose a dynamic view of 
time. As we have already heard in the course of this conference, philosophers 
of time differ with respect to two radically distinct approaches to the nature of 
time. According to a dynamic theory of time, temporal becoming is objective 
and real. The past no longer exists; the future does not yet exist and is pure 
potentiality; and things come into being in the present and go out of being as 
they lapse away, so that temporal process is dynamic and real. Past, present, 
and future are objective features of reality. John Polkinghorne and Bob Russell 
enunciated this view. 

By contrast, theorists who hold to a static view of time think of all moments 
in time as equally real, whether past, present, or future. Time is like a spatial 
continuum, and events are ordered by earlier than and later than on this contin- 
uum; but the distinction between past, present, and future is just a subjective 
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illusion of human consciousness. In reality, the universe is a four-dimensional 
block that just exists. It never comes into being and never goes out of being. It 
is really coeternal with God, and it can be said to be created only in the sense 
that it eternally depends upon God for its existence. It has a beginning only in 
the sense that a meter stick has a beginning, namely, there’s a first centimeter. 
But it does not come into existence; the four-dimensional space-time block just 
exists. Similarly, on the static theory of time there really are no tensed facts. 
Linguistic tense serves only to express the subjective perspective of the user. 
There is no objective truth about what is now happening in the universe, for 
“now,” like “here,” serves merely to pick out the subjective perspective of some 
person. Every person at every time in the space-time universe regards his time 
as “now” and others as “past” or “future.” But in objective reality there is no “now” 
in the world. Everything just exists tenselessly. Russell Stannard enunciated 
this view. 

If one adopts a static view of time and so denies the objective reality of 
temporal becoming and tensed facts, then the two arguments for divine tem- 
porality are undercut. The argument based on God’s real relation to the world 
assumed the objective reality of temporal becoming, and the argument based 
on God’s knowledge of the temporal world assumed the objective reality ol 
tensed facts. But if a static view of time is right, nothing to which God is related 
ever comes into or passes out of being, and all facts tenselessly exist, so that 
God undergoes neither extrinsic nor intrinsic change. He can be the immu- 
table, omniscient Sustainer and Knower of all things and, hence, exist time- 
lessly. If time exists as a four-dimensional block, God does not change in his 
causal relations to the world. Existing outside of time, he just causes everything 
to occur in the four-dimensional block at its various space-time locations. But 
he is absolutely changeless in his causal relations to the world. Similarly, on the 
static view of time there are no tensed facts. Tensed facts are a subjective illu- 
sion of human consciousness. There really is no “now” in the space-time block. 
There is no past and future. Those are just perspectives of different people in 
the block, but none of them is objective and real. So if you adopt a static view of 
time, the arguments I presented for divine temporality are undercut. 

Therefore, I am persuaded that one’s theory of divine eternity will stand 
or fall with respect to the decision one takes with regard to a dynamic versus 
a static theory of time. If you adopt the dynamic theory of time, you should 
believe in divine temporality. If you adopt a static theory of time, then the most 
plausible view would be divine atemporality. 
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Now in my talk this morning I do not have time to delve into this issue. 
This would take a whole lecture, a whole seminar itself. But if you are inter- 
ested, I go into the arguments for and against a static and dynamic theory ot 
time in my book Time and Eternity . 4 And, for what it is worth, my judgment is 
that the arguments for a dynamic theory of time are superior to the arguments 
for a static theory of time. I think that time is dynamic, that the static theory 
of time is open to severe philosophical objections and, I even think, theologi- 
cal objections, whereas the dynamic theory of time comports with both our 
experience as well as with what philosophy tells us about the nature of time. 
Therefore I am persuaded that time is dynamic, and, hence, I come down on 
the side of divine temporality. 

But there is a second objection to divine temporality that we need to deal 
with before we can conclude, and that is the question: why did God not cre- 
ate the world sooner? The German philosopher Leibniz pressed this objection 
against the Newtonian philosopher Samuel Clarke in their correspondence. 
Clarke, like Newton, believed that God had endured through an infinite, empty, 
dead time up until a certain moment, at which he created the universe. And 
Leibniz said," Why didn’t he create the world sooner?” Why would God endure 
this period of creative idleness for infinity before he created the world, and 
why would he create the world when he did, rather than sooner or later? Look 
at it this way. On this Newtonian view, at any time t prior to the moment of 
creation, God delayed creating until some later moment t + n. At any moment 
in the infinite past you pick, God at that moment could have created the world 
but nevertheless chose not to. Though God has willed from eternity to create 
a universe, he deliberately refrained from creating at that moment and delayed 
until some later time. But surely God must have had a good reason for doing 
something like that. A supremely rational being, such as God is, would not 
delay carrying out his will for no good reason. But in an infinite, empty time, 
there can be no reason for preferring one moment rather than another at which 
to create, for in an infinite, empty time, all moments are alike. They are indis- 
tinguishable, and thus there can be no reason for preferring one moment rather 
than another, and thus no reason for God to delay creating at some time t until 
t + n. Therefore, Leibniz argued, you must say that time began at the moment 
of creation, that God has not endured through an infinite, empty time up until 
creation, but rather that time began at the very moment of creation. This is 
exactly the view that St. Augustine also adopted in dealing with this problem. 

But now we have an extremely bizarre situation. We have seen that time 
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must have had a beginning. God exists in time. And yet God is beginningless. 
How do you make sense of that? How can God exist in time, time have a begin- 
ning, and yet God be beginningless? It does not seem to make sense. Does this 
force us to say that therefore God is simply atemporal? 

A Model for Divine Eternity 

Well, I think not, and I want to propose a model for divine eternity that I think 
will resolve this problem. Let us suppose that time begins at the moment of 
creation, and let us call that moment“the Big Bang” for the sake of convenience. 
Then God would not exist literally before the Big Bang, because to exist before 
the Big Bang is to be in a temporal relation. So God would not be temporally 
before the Big Bang. He would in some mysterious way exist beyond the Big 
Bang, but not before the Big Bang. Now in such a state, he would clearly have 
to exist in a changeless way, because if there were events, if he were changing, 
then time would not begin at the Big Bang. It would begin with those first 
events. So God existing beyond the Big Bang must exist changelessly. But such 
a changeless, eventless state is, as I say, plausibly taken to be a state of timeless- 
ness. Therefore the model I want to propose is that God exists timelessly without 
creation and temporally subsequent to creation, 

I think we can get a physical analogy for this from the notion of an initial 
cosmological singularity. The cosmological singularity in which our universe 
began is, strictly speaking, not part of space and time, and therefore it is not 
earlier than the universe; rather, it is the boundary of space and time. The sin- 
gularity is causally prior to our universe, but it is not chronologically prior to the 
universe. It exists on the boundary of space-time. Analogously, I want to sug- 
gest that we think of eternity, like the singularity, as the boundary of time. God 
is causally prior, but not chronologically prior, to the universe. His changeless, 
timeless, eternal state is the boundary of time, at which he exists without the 
universe, and at the moment of creation God enters into time in virtue of his 
real relation to the created order and his knowledge of tensed facts, so that God 
is timeless without creation and temporal subsequent to creation. 

Now this remarkable conclusion, I think, deserves serious reflection. It 
means that God, in creation as in the incarnation, has undertaken an act ol 
condescension for our sake. Existing alone in the fullness of the inter-Trinitar- 
ian love relationships, God has no need of temporal persons to relate to. In 
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his perfect timeless existence there is no deficit in his mode of existence — no 
deficiency to be filled. But out of his love and grace he chose to create a tem- 
poral world of finite creatures so that they might be invited to share the inner 
Trinitarian life of the Godhead and the love of the three persons of the Trinity. 
So God, in creation, stoops to enter into, and to undertake, our temporal mode 
of existence in order to relate to us and bring us into relationship with himself. 
And, of course, in the incarnation he stoops even lower still to take on, not 
merely our mode of existence, but our very human nature itself. 

This, I think, makes good sense of the relationship of God and time. God 
is timeless without creation and temporal subsequent to creation. Having 
entered into time, he is not dependent upon finite velocity light signals or clock 
synchronization procedures for knowing what time it is. Rather, existing in 
absolute time, God is, as Newton proclaimed, the Lord God of dominion of his 
universe. In the words of St. Jude: “To the only God our Savior through Jesus 
Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, power and authority, before all 
time and now and forever” (Jude 25). 

Discussion 

Q: (Hugh Ross): Bill, when the Bible speaks about time, is it not possible that it’s 
restricting itself to cosmic time? And since we can conceive of time as multidirec- 
tional, multidimensional, and stoppable, properties which cosmic time does not pos- 
sess, can we not conceive of temporality independent of cosmic time, and timelessness, 
therefore, could be simply existence beyond cosmic time? Doesn’t Scripture speak 
temporally of “before the beginning of time"? Aren’t these possibilities, at least? 

Craig : Yes. Certainly it’s possible to think of God as existing in some sort 
of a second time dimension that would be a sort of hyper-time in which our 
ordinary time is embedded. But I’m not persuaded, as you know, Hugh, that 
this is a good alternative, a plausible alternative. I think that it’s metaphysi- 
cally extravagant to postulate a hyper-time, a second dimension of time. There’s 
no scientific evidence for it. In multidimensional string theories, as you know, 
these additional dimensions are spatial dimensions, not temporal dimensions. 
They all evolve in the single time dimension that begins with the Big Bang. So 
it’s a metaphysical extravagance to postulate a hyper-time. 

Secondly, I don’t think positing a second time dimension really solves any- 
thing because all of the problems we talked about regarding the first dimension 


William Lane Craig 91 


of time will simply recur with regard to the second dimension of time. Is the 
hyper-time a tenseless or a tensed time? Is it dynamic or static? And the whole 
thing just recurs over again. So I don’t think it really solves anything. 

Finally my third point would be that I do think positing a second time 
dimension is open to certain objections, namely, I think that you can only make 
sense of a hyper-time by construing the unidimensional time in which we live 
and exist as a static time. It our time is a dynamic time, then it can’t be embed- 
ded in a higher time dimension. To think of it as a higher time dimension is 
treating it like a spatial dimension, in which you can take, say, length and add 
to it width, so that you get a plane. But time isn’t stretched out like a linear 
figure spatially if you have a dynamic theory of time. It will only work on a 
static theory. And since I don’t think the static theory is correct, for numerous 
reasons, therefore I don’t think, ultimately, that hyper-time is metaphysically 
possible. So for those reasons I would reject it. 

Q: (Hugh Ross): Well, how about the possiblity of a hyper-hyper time ? In other 
words some God capacity completely independent of any concept of time we have but 
which would nevertheless allow God to — 

Craig: See, when you use the idea of extradimensionality, I think you’re 
really using it as a metaphor for something that’s not literally a higher time 
dimension. It’s a metaphor for saying that God has the capacity to work in our 
time in ways that are extraordinary, or something of that sort. And certainly 
I would grant that, but I don’t think that the metaphor of embedding higher 
time dimensions is a useful metaphor because it’s too misleading. If taken lit- 
erally, as I say, I think it’s extravagant, it doesn’t solve the problem, and it has 
serious objections. 

Q: Thank you for your excellent talk! The concept of the immutability, the 
changelessness of God, is, I think, essential if we are to stay away from process 
theology or other areas where I think we could go wrong. If God is timeless before 
creation and temporal after creation, are you implying some change in his nature, 
his essence, or his character, or simply his relation to time? 

Craig : Very good question! I am not in any way implying a change in God’s 
nature. Remember, I spoke of his undergoing extrinsic change, change in rela- 
tionships. This wouldn’t be a change in his nature. I do think God also changes 
in intrinsic ways — for example, knowing what time it is. He knows it’s now 
tj, now it’s t 2 , now it’s t r But I think that these kinds of trivial changes are 
not at all threatening to an orthodox concept of God. What is crucial is that 
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God not change in his attributes of omnipresence, omnipotence, holiness, love, 
eternality, necessity, and all the rest. Those would all be preserved as essential 
attributes of God on this model. 

Q: You said at the beginning of your lecture that laymen quite often ask the 
question, “Why could God not be both timeless and in time?” I would ask it again: 
Why could God not be timelessly existent or temporal? I think there is an element 
of timelessness within time. That’s my argument. 

Craig : Well, did you notice that the model I adopted in the end really is 
that layman’s intuition? Namely, I argued that God is both atemporal and tem- 
poral. That is the layman’s intuition, but unless you give a model, that’s just a 
flat contradiction. That’s like saying that something is A and not- A, and that’s 
logically incoherent. That’s impossible. But I’ve tried to provide a model so that 
it’s no longer self-contradictory. How do I qualify it? God is timeless without 
the universe and temporal subsequent to the beginning of the universe. What 
I’ve done, in a sense — and I think this is so ironic because I didn’t set out to do 
this — is wind up vindicating what the layman thinks when he says God is both 
temporal and atemporal. I think that’s right; he’s atemporal without creation 
and temporal subsequent to the moment of creation. 

Q: But what I would say to you is, something must be lost then, in that transi- 
tion from being timeless to being temporal, because if God becomes temporal after 
creation or during creation, then he must no longer remember the timelessness that 
he had before. He can’t remember it because he’s no longer timeless. 

Craig : Yes — well, that’s right! This is a very odd theory, I admit. This is 
a very, very odd model. But when you’re dealing with subjects like time and 
eternity, almost everything that you come up with is odd! So what this model 
would require us to say is that God’s omniscience in his timeless state would 
involve knowledge of exclusively tenseless truths, like “At f =0 I create the world,” 
“At t=n I release the children of Israel from bondage,” “At t=n+m, I become 
incarnate in the person of Jesus of Nazareth,” and so forth. At the moment of 
creation, all of a sudden there would be a vast number of tensed propositions 
which would switch their truth value from being false to being true: namely, “I 
shall release the children ol Israel,” “I shall become incarnate,” and so forth. Past 
tense propositions will become true: “I did create the world one minute ago,”‘T 
did do this or that,” and so on. But there wouldn’t be any past tense propositions 
about this timeless state before the world because it isn’t in the past. 
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Q: What about future contingent propositions? Is God surprised at what we do? 

Craig : No, I don’t think so because I think he is omniscient. The doctrine 
of omniscience says that for any true proposition or fact, God knows that prop- 
osition or knows that fact, and he does not believe any false proposition. That’s 
the traditional definition of omniscience. Since there are now truths about the 
future, God, as an omniscient being, must know them. And this is what the 
Bible affirms. The New Testament has a whole vocabulary of Greek words 
with the prefix pro- like prognosis, which literally means “foreknowledge,” and 
it ascribes this to God. He foretells ( promartureo ) the future. He foreordains 
( proorizo ) the future. Moreover, God’s knowledge of the future is illustrated in 
prophecy, such as Jesus’ prediction of the denial of Judas and the betrayal of 
Peter, highly contingent events. So I affirm that God is not surprised by what 
transpires in the course of the unfolding of time because he is omniscient. 

Q: Where does he get this foreknowledge once he has become temporal? 

Craig : That’s a good question. There are at least two theories, I think, that 
you could adopt for the basis of divine foreknowledge. One would be that God 
simply has omniscience as an essential attribute; it is an essential attribute of 
God to believe only and all true propositions. He doesn’t learn anything because 
he just has the essential property of knowing all truth, and it would be wrong 
to think that God has to somehow learn what he knows. The other model is 
called “middle knowledge,” which holds that God knows what every free crea- 
ture would freely do in any circumstances God might place him in. In virtue 
of knowing those truths and of knowing the decree of his own will to create 
certain circumstances and place certain creatures in them, God then knows 
everything that will happen. I’m persuaded that either of those two models is a 
viable model for divine omniscience and the middle knowledge model is espe- 
cially useful in explaining God’s providence over a world of free creatures. 

Editor’s note: Craig has written extensively on middle knowledge and is its 
most prominent modern proponent. 
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Eschatology and Scientific 
Cosmology: From Conflict to 
Interaction 


Robert John Russell 


Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has 
given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from 
the dead. 

— 1 Peter 1:3 


Introduction 

The defining kerygma of Christian theology is the resurrection of Jesus of 
Nazareth . 1 For many biblical scholars and systematic theologians, the resurrec- 
tion is understood as “bodily”: the transformation of the total person of Jesus 
into a new form of existence, eternal life with God. The resurrection of Jesus, 
properly understood, is more than the “resuscitation” accounts of the raising 
of Lazareth or the daughter of Jairus. Instead it is bodily: it was experienced 
by the disciples as recorded in the Easter appearances and delimited from all 
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“spiritualized” or, more reductively, all “subjectivized” interpretations by an 
insistence on the Empty Tomb traditions. The resurrection is also more than a 
“miracle” confined to the person of Jesus and played out against the backdrop 
of a totally ordinary surrounding world. Instead the accounts of the risen Lord 
include the disciples and their surroundings in what appears to be an envi- 
ronment already showing signs of radical transformation as suggested by the 
accounts of his appearances and ascension. This view of the resurrection, for 
those biblical scholars and systematic theologians who pursue it, leads to an 
eschatology in which all of creation is to be transformed into the new creation, 
the “environment” called the “new heaven and the new earth.” This new creation 
was instantiated by God’s proleptic act at Easter, signaling what will become 
the future for all creatures when Christ “comes again in glory.” 

Ironically, for all the hard-won progress in the constructive engagements 
termed theology and science over the past half century, the challenge raised by 
science in general and scientific cosmology in particular to bodily resurrection 
and new creation eschatology has received, with only a few exceptions, strik- 
ingly little sustained attention. Throughout the theology and science literature, 
the concept of “creation” refers unequivocally to the expanding Big Bang uni- 
verse some thirteen billion light years in size (or, il one follows quantum cos- 
mology, the“Universe” or “megauniverse” of endless inflation) and not, certainly, 
just to planet Earth. Hence, in this literature at least, the creation which will be 
transformed into the new creation must unequivocally refer to that same uni- 
verse (or “Universe”). But this claim runs directly up against scientific cosmol- 
ogy for, regardless of the model chosen (again Big Bang, inflationary Big Bang, 
quantum cosmology, etc.), the future of the universe is certainly not anything 
like the biblical/theological “new creation.” Indeed at least one very prominent 
scholar in theology and science has acknowledged that “should the final future 
as forecasted by the combination of big bang cosmology and the second law of 
thermodynamics come to pass . . . we would have proof that our faith has been 
in vain. It would turn out to be that there is no God, at least not the God in 
whom followers of Jesus have put their faith .” 2 

The purpose of this paper is to take some additional initial steps in the 
process of constructing such a response, following on previous work where I 
have begun to sketch some of these steps . 3 After a brief overview of Big Bang 
cosmology (I), I will report a bit more fully on the positions taken in New Tes- 
tament research regarding the bodily resurrection of Jesus (II). My intention 
is not to enter into the New Testament debates as a New Testament scholar, 
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which I certainly am not. Instead it is to adopt the “worst case” scenario, the one 
which makes Christianity the most vulnerable to its atheistic critics, namely 
the bodily resurrection of Jesus and its implications for eschatology, since this 
position, as I have already claimed, raises serious, and perhaps unsolvable, con- 
flicts and contradictions with science. It is this position — and not those already 
jury-rigged” to fit with science — that is worth pursing, since it represents a 
“test case” of the highest order for those of us who urge that theology and sci- 
ence should be in a posture of “creative mutual interaction” and not in one of 
“conflict” or “irrelevance.” 

I will then turn to theology and science (III) to suggest why such an 
engagement is actually unavoidable, and to report on the work of one scholar, 
John Polkinghorne, whose approach seems to me to be uniquely promising. I 
will then suggest that an expansion of the current methodology in theology 
and science is required, and out of this I will develop a series of guidelines for 
reconstructing eschatology in light of science and for exploring new approaches 
to science and cosmology in light of eschatology (IV). These guidelines lead to 
some suggestions for future research programs in theology and in science (V). 

The Challenge of Big Bang Cosmology 

“(I)fit were shown that the universe is indeed headed for an all-enveloping death, 
then this might . . .falsify Christian faith and abolish Christian hope.’’ 4 

— John Macquarrie 

To consider the universe from a scientific perspective, we must turn to physics 
with its theory of gravity and thus Big Bang cosmology. 5 

By 1915, Albert Einstein had constructed his General Theory of Relativity 
(GR) using his Special Theory of Relativity (SR) as its basis and applying it to 
the problem of gravity. Here he extended Newton’s principle of the relativity 
of motion to include not only electromagnetism (as in SR) but now gravita- 
tion as well. Instead of matter moving within a three-dimensional absolute, 
container-like space with time flowing uniformly and independently, Einstein’s 
radically new approach combines space and time into space-time 6 and sets it 
on an equally ontological footing as matter. As a famous interpretation goes, in 
general relativity “space tells matter how to move and matter tells space how to 
curve.” 7 During the 1920s, telescopic observations by Edwin Hubble showed 
that galaxies surrounding our Milky Way were receding from us at a velocity 
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v proportional to their distance D, as given by Hubble’s law: v = H x D. The 
expansion of the universe, as described by Einstein’s general theory of relativity, 
had been observationally discovered! 

There are three possible types of expansion: 1) Closed model. In this 
model the universe has the shape of a three-dimensional sphere of finite size. 
It expands up to a maximum size, approximately 100—500 billion years from 
now, then recontracts; 2) and 3) Open models. In both the “flat” and “saddle- 
shaped” models, the universe is infinite in size and it will expand forever. All 
three came to be called“Big Bang” models because they describe the universe as 
having a finite past life of 10—15 billion years and beginning at time’t = 0” in 
an event of infinite temperature and density, and zero volume. 

Since the 1970s, a variety of problems in the standard Big Bang model 
have led scientists to pursue “inflationary Big Bang” and “quantum cosmol- 
ogy.” 8 According to inflation, at extremely early times (roughly the Planck time, 
10' 43 seconds after t = 0) the universe expanded exponentially, then quickly 
settled down to the slower expansion rates of the standard Big Bang model. 
During inflation, countless domains may arise, separating the overall universe 
into many universes, each huge portions of space -time in which the natural 
constants and even the specific laws of physics can vary. In most quantum cos- 
mologies, our universe is just a part of an eternally expanding, infinitely com- 
plex megauniverse. Quantum cosmology, however, is a highly speculative field. 
Theories involving quantum gravity, which underlie quantum cosmology, are 
notoriously hard to test empirically. 

Even il inflationary or quantum cosmologies prove of lasting importance, 
the far future of the visible universe in which we live is described by Big Bang 
cosmology. There are two scenarios for the far future: “freeze” or “fry.” If the 
universe is open or flat, it will expand forever and continue to cool from its 
present temperature (about 2.7°K), asymptotically approaching absolute zero. 
The presence of “cosmological constant, A” could either accelerate its expan- 
sion, or, possibly close the universe. If it is closed, it will expand to a maximum 
size in another 1 to 500 billion years, then recollapse to an arbitrarily small size 
and unendingly higher temperatures somewhat like a mirror image of its past 
expansion. 

What about the future of life in the universe? It turns out that the overall 
picture is bleak, regardless of whether it is open or closed, “freeze” or “fry.” A 
reasonably well-agreed-upon account of both closed and open scenarios has 
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been given by Frank Tipler and John Barrow: 9 In 5 billion years, the sun will 
become a red giant, engulfing the orbit of the earth and Mars, and eventually 
becoming a white dwarf. In 40—50 billion years, star formation will have ended 
in our galaxy and others. In 10 12 years, all massive stars will have become neu- 
tron stars or black holes. 10 In 10 19 years, dead stars near the galactic edge will 
drift off into intergalactic space; stars near the center will collapse together 
forming a massive black hole. In 10 31 years, protons and neutrons decay into 
positrons, electrons, neutrinos, and photons. In 10 34 years, dead planets, black 
dwarfs, neutron stars, will disappear, their mass completely converted into 
energy, leaving only black holes, electron-positron plasma and radiation. All 
carbon-based life-forms will inevitably become extinct. Beyond this, solar 
mass, galactic mass, and finally supercluster mass black holes will evaporate by 
Hawking radiation. The upshot is clear: “Proton decay spells ultimate doom 
for life based on protons and neutrons, like Homo sapiens and all forms of life 
constructed of atoms. . . ,” 11 

Now we can return to our key question: Can Christian eschatology he seen 
as consistent with either of these scientific scenarios ? 

New Testament Debates over the Bodily Resurrection of Jesus 

In this paper I will adopt as a working hypothesis or “test case” that interpre- 
tation of the resurrection of Jesus which poses the most profound challenges 
for theology when scientific cosmology is taken seriously: namely the bodily 
resurrection of Jesus (including the empty tomb traditions) and thus eschatol- 
ogy as the transformation of the universe (the creation) into the new creation. 
This position is well defended by New Testament scholars and theologians, so 
that the option to adopt it as a test case for the encounter with cosmology is far 
from arbitrary or easily avoidable. 

The resurrection of Jesus has been given what can be called “objective” and 
“subjective” interpretations. According to those holding the objective interpre- 
tation, something happened to Jesus of Nazareth after his crucifixion, death, 
and burial such that he is risen, he lives forever with God, and is present to us 
in our lives. In short, God raisedjesus from the dead. In the objectivist view, the 
resurrection of Jesus refers to something which happened to Jesus of Nazareth 
which cannot be reduced entirely to the experiences of the disciples. 12 Accord- 
ing to Raymond Brown, “[o]ur generation must be obedient ... to what God 
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has chosen to do in Jesus; and we cannot impose on that picture what we think 
God should have done .” 13 

The subjective interpretation focuses strictly on the experiences as reported 
in the appearances and empty tomb traditions. These experiences caused the 
first disciples to know and believe something new about Jesus of Nazareth after 
his crucifixion. Here, however, language about the resurrection of Jesus is only 
a way of speaking about the experiences of the disciples and not about pur- 
ported events in the new life given to Jesus by God after his death and burial , 14 
According to Willie Marxsen, “[a]ll the evangelists want to show is that the 
activity of Jesus goes on. . . . They express this in pictorial terms. But what they 
mean to say is simply:* We have come to believe .’” 15 

The objective interpretation of the resurrection of Jesus emphasizes ele- 
ments of continuity (or identity) and of discontinuity (or transformation) 
between Jesus of Nazareth and the risen Jesus, holding these in tension by such 
phrases as identity-in-transformation. These elements of continuity include 
everything about the human person of Jesus: there is at least a minimal element 
of physical, material, personal and spiritual continuity between Jesus of Naza- 
reth and the risen Jesus. Because of this, most scholars following the objective 
interpretation use the term the hodily resurrection to emphasize the significance 
of the empty tomb traditions, and thus the inclusion of the physical in the 
overall meaning of the resurrection . 16 

Scholars who support the bodily resurrection of Jesus connect his resur- 
rection with the general resurrection “at the end of time” and the “new creation” 
consisting of a“new heaven and earth” tend to overlook the challenge from cos- 
mology. They view the “new creation” as a transformation of the world as a 
whole and all that is in it; it is a return of the risen Christ to this world in order 
that this world be transformed into an eternal world. Curiously, the challenge 
raised by scientific cosmology to this claim is seldom inspected. 

For the purposes of this paper I will work with the “bodily resurrection of 
Jesus” interpretation of the resurrection texts since it constitutes the “test case/ 
worst case” approach to the conversations with science. 

Resurrection, Eschatology, and Cosmology within “Theology and Science”; 

The Surprising Lack of Engagement 

Against competing claims that theology and science are necessarily in conflict 
or in separate worlds, there has been enormous progress over the past fifty 
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years in the approach that places theology and science in dialogue and interac- 
tion. 17 Physics, cosmology, evolutionary and molecular biology, and other areas 
of the natural sciences have been introduced into ongoing theological discus- 
sions. Particular attention has been given to the goal of articulating objectively 
special but noninterventionist divine action in particular by searching for genu- 
ine openness in nature (ontological indeterminism). 18 Little attention, however, 
has been given to the resurrection of Jesus and its eschatological implications 
in light of the natural sciences. 19 This lack of attention is particularly ironic 
since the same methodological framework which has played an essential role in 
making it possible for the field of theology and science to grow so richly pre- 
vents us from side-stepping the crucial issues raised by cosmology for Christian 
eschatology. 

To see this we need to summarize two of the central claims of this meth- 
odology briefly: 20 1) a nonreductive, holistic view of epistemology, and 2) an 
analogy between the methodologies of the sciences and the humanities. Here 
I will be drawing directly on the pioneering writings of Ian Barbour 21 as well 
as on those of Arthur Peacocke, 22 Nancey Murphy, 23 Philip Clayton, 24 John 
Polkinghorne, 25 and many others. 

The sciences and the humanities, including theology, can be placed in a 
series of levels which reflect the increasing complexity of the phenomena they 
study. In this epistemic hierarchy, lower levels place epistemic constraints on 
upper levels (against two worlds), but upper levels cannot be reduced entirely 
to lower levels. Thus, physics as the bottom level places constraints on biology. 
On the other hand, the processes, properties, and laws of biology cannot be 
reduced without remainder to those of physics. 

Within this hierarchy, each level involves similar methods of theory con- 
struction and testing. Thus theological methodology is analogous to scientific 
methodology (though with several important differences). 26 This claim is both 
a description of the way many theologians actually work and a prescription for 
progress in theological research. Theological doctrines are seen as theories, 
working hypotheses held fallibly, constructed through metaphors and models, 
and tested in light of the data of theology, now including the results of the 
sciences. 

In order to clarify the ways in which science can and should influence 
theology, I will combine these two ideas — epistemic hierarchy and analogous 
methodology — into a single framework, as indicated by Figure 6 (for now, 
paths 1—5). For simplicity I’ll limit the conversation to physics and its effects 
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on theology. 27 Thus there are five paths by which the natural sciences can affect 
constructive theology: 

1. Theories in physics can act directly as data which place constraints 
on theology. So, for example, a theological theory about divine action 
should not violate special relativity. 

2. Theories can act directly as data either to be “explained” by theology 
or as the basis for a theological constructive argument. Thus t = 0 
in standard Big Bang cosmology was often explained theologically via 
creation ex nihilo. 

3. Theories in physics, after philosophical analysis, can act indirectly as 
data for theology. For example, an indeterministic interpretation ol 
quantum mechanics can function within philosophical theology as 
making intelligible the idea of non-interventionist objective divine 
action. 

4. Theories in physics can also act indirectly as the data for theology 
when they are incorporated into a fully- articulated philosophy of 
nature (e.g., that of Alfred North Whitehead). Finally, 

5. Theories in physics can function heuristically in the theological con- 
text of discovery, by providing conceptual or aesthetic inspiration, 
etc. 

So biological evolution may inspire a sense of God’s immanence in nature. 
For convenience, I will use the symbol, “SRP — > TRP” suggested by George 
Ellis 28 to indicate these five ways scientific research programs (SRPs) can influ- 
ence theological research programs (TRPs). 

We are now prepared to see clearly why the problem of eschatology and 
cosmology is forced on us by the same methodological framework which has 
played an essential role in making it possible for the field of theology and sci- 
ence: Scientific cosmology (i.e., Big Bang cosmology, inflationary Big Bang, 
quantum cosmology, etc.) is part of physics (i.e., a solution to the field equa- 
tions of general relativity). Therefore the predictions of freeze or fry must place 
constraints on and challenge what theology can claim eschatologically. No 
appeal to contingency, quantum physics, chaos theory, Whiteheadian novelty, 
emergence, the unpredictibility of the future, or metaphysics alone will be suf- 
ficient to solve this problem. 29 
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Figure 6: Method of Creative Mutual Interaction 


104 Eschatology and Scientific Cosmology 


John Polkinghorne is among the very few scholars who have attended in 
detail to the challenge of cosmology to an eschatology. His work is based on 
the bodily interpretation of the resurrection of Jesus . 30 Just as Jesus’ body was 
transformed into the risen and glorified body, so the “matter” of this new envi- 
ronment must come from “the transformed matter of this world”: “[T]he first 
creation was ex nihilo while the new creation will be ex vetere . . . the new cre- 
ation is the divine redemption of the old. . . . [This idea] does not imply the abo- 
lition of the old but rather its transformation .” 31 Clues to what the “new heaven 
and new earth” will be like come from the themes of continuity and disconti- 
nuity found in the gospel accounts of the resurrection and in the Eucharist. 
Moreover, science “may have something to contribute” to our understanding of 
this transformation: The continuities might lie within the province of science 
(or, more precisely, what Polkinghorne calls “metascience .”) 32 

I will use Polkinghorne’s ideas as a starting point. But before we can attempt 
to proceed, we must develop an extended new methodology in order to address 
the severe challenge placed by the existing methodology on such attempts as 
described above. 

Methodology and Guidelines for New Research in Scientific 
Cosmology and in Eschatology 

I see that you believe these things are true because I say them. 

Yet, you do not see how. 

Thus, though believed, their truth is hidden from you. 

— Dante Alighieri 33 

If it is impossible, it cannot be true. But if it is true, it cannot be impossible. 

It seems clear that it one assumes the current methodology in theology and 
science and it one assumes the test case, the bodily resurrection of Jesus and 
an eschatology of cosmological transformation, then one seems forced into a 
direct contradiction with the predictions of contemporary scientific cosmology. 
To move forward, I propose we expand our methodology to allow for genu- 
ine interaction between theology and science. I also believe that an expanded 
method is, from an informal point of view, already in place. Making it explicit 
should be helpful for a variety of problems in theology and science, possibly 
including our current problem. 
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Let me describe the expanded methodology by referring to three paths 
in Figure 6.1 (6, 7, 8) which represent the possible influences of theology on 
the philosophical assumptions which underlie science and/or on individual 
scientists or teams of scientists in that initial phase of research often called the 
“context of discovery.” I will again use Ellis’s suggestion to represent these paths 
as TRP — >SRPs. At the outset, however, I want to stress that by “influence” I 
am not assuming that theologians speak with some special kind of dogmatic 
authority. Quite the contrary; the overall context should be an open intellec- 
tual exchange between scholars based on mutual respect and the fallibility of 
hypotheses proposed by either side. 

(Path 6): It is now abundantly clear that, historically, theological ideas pro- 
vided some of the philosophical assumptions which underlie scientific meth- 
odology. Historians and philosophers of science have shown in detail how the 
doctrine of creation ex nihilo played an important role in the rise of modern sci- 
ence by combining the Greek assumption of the rationality of the world with 
the theological assumption that the world is contingent. Together these helped 
give birth to the empirical method and the use of mathematics to represent 
natural processes. 34 

(Path 7): Theological theories can act as sources of inspiration in the scien- 
tific context of discovery, that is in the construction of new scientific theories. 
An interesting example is the subtle influence of atheism on Hoyle’s search for 
a “steady state” cosmology. 35 

(Path 8): Theological theories can lead to’selection rules” within the criteria 
of theory choice in physics. For example, if one considers a theological theory as 
true, then one can delineate what conditions must obtain within physics for the 
possibility of its being true. These conditions in turn can serve as motivations 
for an individual research scientist or group of colleagues to choose to pursue a 
particular scientific theory. 

The asymmetry between theology and science should now be quite appar- 
ent: Theological theories do not act as data for science, placing constraints on 
which theories can be constructed in the way that scientific theories do for the- 
ology. This, again, reflects the prior assumption that the sciences are structured 
in an epistemic hierarchy of constraints and irreducibility. It also safeguards 
science from any normative claims by theology. Together these eight paths por- 
tray science and theology in a much more interactive mode. I suggest calling 
this "the method of creative mutual interaction" Given this method, we can begin 
to delineate the conditions needed for real progress in theology and science. 
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Guidelines for Moving Forward 

Given the expanded methodology described above we are prepared to engage 
in a twofold project: First, following paths 1—5, we construct a more nuanced 
understanding of eschatology in light of physics and cosmology (indicated by 
the symbol: SRP — > TRP). Second, following paths 6—8, we search for a fresh 
interpretation of, or possibly revisions of, current scientific cosmology in light 
of this eschatology (indicated by the symbol: TRP — > SRP), If such a project 
is at all successful, it might eventually be possible to bring these two trajectories 
together at least in a very preliminary way to give a more coherent overall view 
than is now possible of the history and destiny of the universe in light of the 
resurrection of Jesus and its eschatological completion in the parousia. 

This project is clearly a long-term undertaking, requiring the participation 
of scholars from a variety of fields in the sciences, philosophy, and theology. 
How do we then proceed? My sense is that we first need some guidelines that 
will help point us in a fruitful direction. Using them, we can begin to explore 
specific ways to enter into the research. 

SRP — > TRP 

We begin with guidelines for constructive theology in light of contemporary 
science. Our first four guidelines deal with overall philosophical and method- 
ological issues (paths 1—5). 

Guideline T. Rejection of two philosophical assumptions about science: the 
argument from analogy and its representation as nomological 
universality 

The first guideline deals with the fundamental challenge physical cosmology 
poses to the kind of eschatology we are considering here: namely, one based on 
our choice of the “hardest case” — the bodily resurrection of Jesus. In bare form, 
the challenge is start: If the predictions of contemporary scientific cosmology 
come to pass, then the parousia will not just be “delayed,” it will never happen. 
And if this is so, then the logic of Paul in 1 Corinthians 15 is then inexorable: If 
there will never be a general resurrection, then Christ has not been raised from 
the dead, and our hope is in vain. The challenge can also be seen as coming from 
theology to science: If it is in fact true that Jesus rose bodily from the dead, then 
the general resurrection cannot be impossible. This must in turn mean that the 
future of the universe will not be what scientific cosmology predicts. 


Robert John Russell 107 


We seem to be at loggerheads. How are we to resolve this fundamental 
challenge? My response is that the challenge is not technically from science but 
from a philosophical assumption which we routinely bring to science, namely 
that scientific predictions hold without qualification. It is quite possible, how- 
ever, to accept a very different assumption about the future predictions of 
science while accepting all that science describes and explains about the past 
history of the universe. The first step is deciding whether the laws of nature 
are descriptive or prescriptive and, as Bill Stoeger argues, science alone cannot 
settle the matter. 36 A strong case can then be made on philosophical grounds 
that the laws of nature are descriptive. The second step is to claim on theologi- 
cal grounds that the processes of nature which science describes in terms of the 
laws of nature are actually the result of God’s ongoing action as Creator and 
not of nature acting entirely on its own. The regularity of natural processes 
is ultimately the result of God’s faithfulness, even if God bequeaths a signifi- 
cant degree of causal autonomy to nature. (Here one thinks of the traditional 
debates between Augustinian and Thomistic interpretations of natural cau- 
sality: the former viewing nature as highly contingent upon God and natural 
events as’omnimiraculous,” and the latter viewing nature as gifted by God with 
relative autonomy and a high degree of causal efficacy.) Finally, if this is so, and 
if God is free to act in radically new ways not only in human history but in the 
ongoing history of the universe (which of course God is!), then the future will 
not be what science predicts. Instead it will be based on a radically new kind of 
divine action which began with the resurrection of Jesus, and this new act of 
God cannot be reduced to, or explained by, the current laws of nature, that is, 
by God’s action in the past history of the universe. 37 

In short, we could say that the freeze or fry predictions for the cosmologi- 
cal future might have applied had God not acted in Easter and if God were not 
to continue to act to bring forth the ongoing eschatological transformation of 
the universe. Because of Easter and God’s promise for its eschatological com- 
pletion, however, the freeze or fry predictions will not come to pass. 

Guideline 2: Eschatology should embrace methodological naturalism regard- 

ing the cosmic past and present. 

Any eschatology which we might construct must be “scientific” in its descrip- 
tion of the past history of the universe. More precisely, it must be constrained 
by methodological naturalism in its description of the past: it should not invoke 
God in its explanation of the (secondary) causes, processes and properties of 
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nature. 38 This guideline separates this proposal as sharply as possible from such 
approaches as “intelligent design” in so far as they are critical of the physical 
and/or biological sciences for not including divine agency in their mode of 
explanation. 

Guideline 3: “Relativistically correct eschatology:” constructing eschatology 

in light of contemporary physics (paths 1, 2). 

Although we will set aside the predictions Big Bang offers for the cosmic future, 
we must be prepared to reconstruct current work in eschatology in light of Big 
Bang cosmology and contemporary physics — primarily specifically relativity 
and quantum physics — and thus what cosmology tells us about the history of 
the universe, following paths 1 and 2. 1 will refer to this project as the attempt 
to construct a “relativistically correct Christian eschatology.” 

Guideline 4: Big Bang and inflationary cosmology as a “limit condition” on 

any revised eschatology (path 1): the material argument. 

This guideline follows path 1 by stating that standard and inflationary Big Bang 
cosmologies, or other scientific cosmologies (such as quantum cosmology), 
place a“limiting condition” on any possible eschatology. All we know of the his- 
tory and development of the universe and life in it will be data for theology. 

Guideline 5: Metaphysical options: limited but not forced. 

In revising contemporary eschatology there are various metaphysical options 
from which we may choose; they are not determined by science. These options 
include physicalism, emergent monism, dual-aspect monism, ontological emer- 
gence, and panexperientialism (Whiteheadian metaphysics). 39 

We must now begin the enormous job of revisiting our understanding of 
eschatology in a way that takes up and incorporates all the findings of science, 
and particularly scientific cosmology, without falling back into the philosophi- 
cal problem guideline 1 is meant to address. 

Guideline 6: “T ransformability” and the formal conditions for its possibility 

(the “such that” 40 or “transcendental” argument). 

Our starting point is that the new creation is not a replacement of the old cre- 
ation, or a second and separate creation ex nihilo. Instead, God will transform 
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his creation, the universe, into the new creation ex vetere, to use Polkinghorne’s 
phrase. It follows that God must have created the universe such that it is trans- 
formable, that is, that it can be transformed by God’s action. God must have 
created it with precisely those conditions and characteristics which it needs as 
preconditions in order to be transformable by God’s new act. Moreover, if it is 
to be transformed and not replaced, God must have created it with precisely those 
conditions and characteristics which will be part of the new creation. Since science 
offers a profound understanding of the past and present history of the universe 
(guidelines 2, 3), then science can be of immense help to the theological task 
of understanding something about that transformation if we can find a way to 
identify, with at least some probability, these needed conditions, characteristics 
and preconditions. I will refer in general to these conditions and characteristics 
as “elements of continuity.” 

Guideline 6 can be thought of as a transcendental or’such that” argument. 41 
A simple analogy would be that an open ontology can be thought of as provid- 
ing a precondition for the enactment of voluntarist free will, but certainly not 
the sufficient grounds for it. Science might also shed light on which conditions 
and characteristics of the present creation we do not expect to be continued 
into the new creation; these can be called “elements of discontinuity” between 
creation and new creation. Thus physics and cosmology might play a profound 
role in our attempt to sort out what is truly essential to creation and what is to 
be “left behind” in the healing transformation to come. 

This guideline gives to the terms continuity and discontinuity, found in the 
theological literature on the resurrection of Jesus, a more precise meaning and 
a potential connection with science. With it in place we can move eventually 
to a material argument and ask just what those elements of continuity and 
discontinuity might be. 

Guideline 7: Continuity within discontinuity: inverting the relationship. 

Closely related to the previous guideline is a second formal argument about 
the relative importance of the elements of continuity and discontinuity. So 
far in theology and science, discontinuity has played a secondary role within 
the underlying theme of continuity in nature as suggested by the term emer- 
gence. Accordingly, irreducibly new processes and properties (discontinuity) 
arise within the overall, pervasive, and sustained background of nature (con- 
tinuity). Thus biological phenomena evolve out of the nexus of the physical 
world, the organism is built from its underlying structure of cells and organs, 
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the mind arises in the context of neurophysiology, and so on. Now, however, 
when we come the resurrection and eschatology, I propose we invert the rela- 
tion: the elements of'continuity” will be present, but within a more radical and 
underlying “discontinuity” as is denoted by the transformation of the universe 
by a new act of God ex vetera. With this inversion, discontinuity as fundamen- 
tal, signals the break with naturalistic and reductionistic views such as “physi- 
cal eschatology,” while continuity, even if secondary, eliminates a “two-worlds” 
eschatology. 

This has important implications on our search for candidate theories. It 
eliminates “noninterventionist objective special divine action” as a candidate 
since it does not involve a transformation of the whole of nature. Indeed, these 
approaches presuppose that it is the continual operation of the “usual” laws ol 
nature which make objective special divine action possible without the need 
for their violation or suspension. But the bodily resurrection of Jesus directs 
us towards a much more fundamental view: the radical transformation of the 
background conditions of space, time, matter and causality, and with this, a 
permanent change in at least most of the present laws of nature. 42 

TRP—>SRP 

Our project also involves the question of whether such revisions in theology 
might be of any interest to contemporary science — at least for individual theo- 
rists who share eschatological concerns such as developed here and are inter- 
ested in whether they might stimulate a creative insight into research science 
(paths 6-8). 

Guideline 8: Theological reconceptualization of nature leading to philo- 

sophical and scientific revisions (path 6). 

Here we move along path 6 in discovering whether a richer theological concep- 
tion of nature both as creation and as new creation can generate important revi- 
sions in the philosophy of nature that currently underlies the natural sciences, 
the philosophy of space, time, matter and causality in contemporary physics 
and cosmology. 

Guideline 9: Theology as suggesting criteria of theory choice between exist- 

ing theories (path 7). 
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We can also move along path 7 to explore philosophical differences in current 
options in theoretical physics and cosmology. The theological views of research 
scientists might play a role in selecting which theoretical programs to pursue 
among those already “on the table” (for example, the variety of approaches to 
quantum gravity). 

Guideline 10: Theology as suggesting new scientific research programs 
(path 8). 

Finally we can move along path 10 and suggest the construction of new scien- 
tific research programs whose motivation stems, at least in part, from theologi- 
cal interests. 

In closing this section I want to stress once again that all such programs 
in science would have to be tested by the scientific communities (what is 
often called “the context of justification”) without regard for the way theol- 
ogy or philosophy might have played a role in their initiation (“the context of 
discovery”). 

Suggestions for Research Programs in Theology and in Science 

SRP — > TRP 

Reconstructing Christian Eschatology as “Transformation” 

In order to move ahead and in light of our guidelines, I suggest the following 
directions for research: Continuities, Discontinuities, and Their Preconditions 
for the Transformation of the Creation. Following guidelines 6 and 7 in par- 
ticular, we start by focusing on continuities, discontinuities and their precon- 
ditions that are part of that transformation. These may be found in certain 
suggestive eschatological hints gleaned from the resurrection of Jesus and the 
reign of God depicted in the New Testament and its glimpses in the living body 
of Christ, the Church, and keeping clearly in mind the apophatic character of 
this material. 


Continuities and discontinuities (G7) 

Flints of continuity from the a) resurrection of Jesus : he could be touched, he 
could eat, break bread, be seen, 43 heard and recognized. These instances of 
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“realized eschatology” are suggestive of an extended “domain” of the new cre- 
ation prolepticly within the old, a domain which ceases with the “ascension,” 
but which, when present, includes Jesus, the disciples, and their surround- 
ings. 44 Hints of discontinuity: these encounters with the risen Lord break 
with a mere resuscitation and with normal limitations on “physicality.” 

Hints of continuity from the b) reign of God in the New Testament and 
in the church: the “new creation” will include persons-in-community and their 
ethical relations. 45 Hints of discontinuity: in the “reign of God,” it will “not be 
possible to sin,” compared with the present creation in which it is “not possible 
not to sin,” to use Augustine’s apt formulation. 

Hints of continuity from the problem of personal identity between death 
and the general resurrection in historical and contemporary theology: i) Paul’s 
analogy of the seed (1 Cor 15:35ff.); ii) numerical, material and/or formal 
continuity between death and general resurrection in historical Christian 
thought. 46 Hints of discontinuities: though death awaits all people now, the 
general resurrection, like that of Jesus at Easter, will not be a resuscitation; 
Paul’s fourfold contrast (1 Cor 15:42ff.). 

Preconditions for these continuities and discontinuities ( G6 ) 

Next, following guideline 6, we look for epistemically “prior” elements of con- 
tinuity by moving “down” the disciplinary hierarchy, focusing on those charac- 
teristics which make possible the elements of continuity touched on above. For 
now, I will set aside the many levels to be found in the social, psychological, and 
neurosciences, and move directly to physics. A central theme underlying a) and 
b) above is temporality; thus we would expect that time as understood by phys- 
ics is not only a characteristic of this universe as God’s creation, but that it will 
in some ways be a characteristic of the new creation. Yet we would expect that 
in the new creation, our experience of temporality will no longer be marred 
by the loss of the past and the unavailability of the future. So there will be an 
element of discontinuity during the transformation as well. We could make a 
similar case for ontological openness as the enduring precondition for persons- 
in-community to act freely in love, so that this too might be an element of 
continuity during the transformation of the universe. Other examples include 
ontological relationality/holism, the role of symmetries/conservation laws, and 
so on. 47 Presumably mathematics, too, will be an element of continuity, and in 
this case, perhaps without discontinuity. 48 
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The Theological Research Program ( TRP ): Reconstructing eschatology 

The next step is to undertake a reconstruction of Christian eschatology in light 
of these arguments and following guidelines 3 and 4, in light of contemporary 
science and cosmology, at least regarding the past history and present state of 
the universe. This will clearly require extensive research far beyond the limits ot 
this paper. Nevertheless, some hints of the way forward can be found in focus- 
ing briefly on one aspect of that project: the relation of time and eternity. 

A crucial argument shared widely among contemporary theologians 49 is 
that eternity is a richer concept of temporality than timelessness or unend- 
ing time. In essence, eternity is the source of time as we know it, and of time 
as we will know it in the new creation. Eternity is the fully temporal source 
and goal of time. Barth calls it “supratemporal,” Moltmann calls it “the future 
of the future,” and Peters refers to the future as coming to us ( adventus ) and 
not merely that which tomorrow brings (futurum ). Pannenberg claims that 
God acts prolepticly from eternity: God reaches back into time to redeem the 
world, particularly in the life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus. In this 
approach the relation between “time and eternity” is modeled on the relation ol 
the finite to the infinite. Here the infinite is not the negation of the finite (as in 
the Platonic/ Augustinian view of eternity as timelessness); instead the infinite 
includes and yet ceaselessly transcends the finite. 

In my opinion, this view of eternity includes at least five distinct themes: 

1. copresence of all events: I define the term copresence to mean that dis- 
tinct events in time are nevertheless present to one another without 
destroying or subsuming their distinctiveness; 

2. “flowing time”: each event has what I will call a “past/present/future 
structure” (or“ppf structure”); this structure is that of an “inhomoge- 
neous temporal ontology”; 

3. duration: each event has temporal thickness in nature as well as in 
experience; events are not point-like present moments lacking an 
intrinsic temporal structure; 

4. global future: there is a single global future for all of creation so that all 
creatures can be in community; 

5. prolepsis: the future is already present and active in the present while 
remaining future, as exemplified by God’s act in raising Jesus from the 
dead. 
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Please note that the combination of flowing time and copresence in eter- 
nity means that all events can be “simultaneously present” and available to each 
other (a Boethius), and yet each event retains its own unique identity. Thus in 
the new creation, "flow" keeps “copresence" from reducing to “nunc” while “copres- 
ence” keeps “flow" from reducing to a stream of isolated moments. 

Our guidelines now lead to three questions: 1) Which of these themes are 
already present in creation and thus are elements of continuity in its transfor- 
mation into the new creation? 2) Which themes are not yet present in creation 
but instead represent elements of discontinuity, emerging only in the new cre- 
ation? 3) Regarding the latter, does the universe at present include the pre- 
conditions for the possibility of their coming to be in the new creation? The 
answer to these questions will require a careful discussion of time in physics 
and cosmology. It will also require us to reformulate these theological themes in 
terms of our current understanding of time as drawn from twentieth- century 
physics and cosmology. 

Though the reformulation has only begun, I can nevertheless anticipate 
possible responses to the three questions. To the first, I would argue t hat flow- 
ing time and duration are objective features in nature, though this is debatable. 
Time in special relativity is subject to conflicting interpretations (e.g., “block 
universe” as well as“flowing time”). Moreover, lacking copresence, “flowing time” 
for us means an isolated present with a vanishing past and a not-yet realized 
future. Following path 3, 1 would introduce a“copresent flowing time” interpre- 
tation of special relativity into the theological discussion of time and eternity. 
Duration is a harder problem, since contemporary physics assumes a point-like 
or durationless view of time. I believe, however, that a case can be made for 
duration in nature by drawing on Pannenberg’s arguments. 50 

To the second and third questions, I would identify what I am calling 
“copresence,” prolepsis, and the global future as elements of discontinuity, and 
thus search physics for their preconditions in nature. For example, the trans- 
formation of flowing time into copresent flowing time would seem plausible 
ii one could argue that the inhomogeneous ontology of flowing time does not 
logically exclude the possibility of distinct temporal events being copresent. 
Preconditions for prolepsis could include backward causality, violations of 
local causality, and violations of global causality. Finally, a global future, while 
excluded by special relativity, is theoretically possible in general relativity where 
the topology of the universe is contingent on the distribution of matter. 
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The theological task will now be to reconstruct eschatology with these 
insights in mind and with our theological concepts reformulated in light of 
contemporary physics. For example, time and space are treated as independent 
quantities in classical physics. Similarly, theological treatments of eternity and 
omnipresence typically take for granted independent treatments of time and 
space. But time and space are placed in a complex interrelationship in special 
relativity and further linked with matter in general relativity. Our task then will 
be to reformulate such theological categories as eternity and omnipresence in 
light of special and general relativity with an eye to “copresent flowing time” and 
time as duration. Similar theological reconstructions will hold for the treat- 
ment of time and space in quantum mechanics, and so on. 

TRPs -> SRPs 

Directions for Potential Research Programs in Physics and Cosmology 

Our methodology of mutual interaction includes a second agenda: Explore 
ways in which a revised eschatology as suggested above leads to a revised phi- 
losophy of nature as it underlies science, to criteria of theory choice among 
current theories in science, and to the construction of new scientific research 
programs. 

The first project, revising eschatology in light of science, is still in its very 
early stages. Until more has been accomplished, we might pursue the second 
agenda by a more limited approach: begin with our existing eschatology and 
the same elements of continuities, discontinuities and their preconditions as 
listed above; and ask now what SRPs they might suggest. Once again, since 
temporality is such a predominant theme here, we could start with the theme 
ot “time and eternity,” 51 but now we will explore its implications for current 
physics and cosmology in two ways: 1) We begin with those aspects of tempo- 
rality in nature, such as“flowing time” and“duration,” which constitute elements 
of continuity and of discontinuity in respect to the eschatological transforma- 
tion of the world. This time, however, the analysis should lead to interesting 
questions about time in current physics. 2) We will also consider aspects ot 
temporality that physics may have overlooked but which, from the perspective 
of eschatology, might be expected to exist at present, such as copresence, pro- 
lepsis, and global future. If physics were reconsidered with them in mind, could 
it generate concrete suggestions for research programs in physics? 
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Flowing time and duration vs. special relativity and quantum mechanics 

Let us return to the debate discussed above regarding “flowing time” versus the 
“block universe” in special relativity. Here the absence of any physical meaning 
for absolute simultaneity (i.e., a universal and unique present moment) seems 
to challenge most approaches to the idea of“flowing time.” Can we construct a 
new interpretation of special relativity which is consistent with “flowing time” 
but which avoids these problems, as William Lane Craig and others suggest? 52 
I will label this SRP(l) . Alternatively, scholars such as John Lucas 53 suggest we 
revise special relativity to support a flowing time interpretation over a block 
universe interpretation, which I will designate as SRP(2), 

The standard formalism of quantum mechanics presupposes flowing time, 
but the interpretation of this formalism is highly debated. The Copenhagen 
interpretation, although widely accepted among physicists and philosophers 
of physics, does presuppose flowing time. 54 However, given such internal 
problems as the “measurement problem” and given the vitality of competing 
interpretations one cannot rely on the Copenhagen interpretation to warrant 
an “objective arrow of time” in nature. One alternative would be to consider 
constructing a new and more competitive interpretation of quantum mechan- 
ics which more definitively supports flowing time ( SRP[3 ]), Another would 
be to explore modifications of the actual formalism of quantum mechanics 
which support flowing time, such as nonlinear or stochastic versions of the 
Schrodinger equation (SRP[4]). 

Finally, one might pursue Pannenberg’s arguments that duration should be 
found in nature by searching for mathematical ways to represent time as dura- 
tion, such as set theory or quantized time, and then by exploring their implica- 
tions for research physics ( SRP[5 ]). 

Copresence, prolepsis, and global future in physics and cosmology 

We now turn to the preconditions for the possibility of continuity: copresence, 
global future, and prolepsis. I will touch on the first two briefly, leaving more 
room for extended comments on the third precondition. 

By copresence I mean the “temporal” (or, perhaps more accurately, “trans- 
temporal”) presence to one another of distinct events in time, a presence which 
does not destroy or subsume their distinctiveness (e.g., what I have termed 
their unique ppf structure). 55 It is challenging to think of positive preconditions 
on the nature of flowing time which make its transformation into copresence 
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possible. We might, however, be able to formulate a “negative” precondition: 
There should be nothing about flowing time that makes its transformation into 
copresent flowing time intrinsically impossible or the concept of such a trans- 
formation entirely unintelligible. 

By global future I mean that all events lie in the causal future of some future 
set of events. A common theme in Christian eschatology is the unity of the 
future: The creation will be transformed into a single global domain so that 
all creatures in the new creation can be in community. Is there a unique global 
causal future which could serve as a precondition for the transformation by 
God of the predicted future into the eschatological future of the new creation? 

According to SR, there is no unique global causal future. The causal futures 
of any two events P and Q will share some events in common, but there will 
always be other events which lie either in the causal future of P but not of Q, 
or of Q but not of P. GR, however, provides a possible precondition for the 
theme of the eschatological global future: It shows that the topology of the 
universe is contingent on the distribution of matter, and it allows for a variety 
of topologies for the future, including ones in which geodesics do not separate 
to arbitrary distances. 

The theological meaning of prolepsis is that God acts from the eternal future 
in the present. The primary instance is God’s act in raisingjesus from the dead 
and, in turn, the ongoing transformation of creation into new creation. Clearly 
the theological meaning of “future” is distinct from the scientific meaning; yet 
the attempt here is to find ways to bring them into a more fruitful relation- 
ship. Thus there may be features in physics and cosmology which were created 
by God ex nihilo such that they might function as physical preconditions for 
the possibility of proleptic action of God; they might do so by pointing to or 
indicating the intelligibility of “reverse causality” already present in nature. In 
essence, the causal structure of the universe might be more subtle than the 
“arrow of time” discussion allows; it might not be entirely inconsistent with the 
idea that the future transformation of the universe by God effects the present 
through reverse causal processes already at work in nature. For brevity, I will 
simply list examples of how these features have been discussed in physics. 

Backward causality in time-symmetric formulations 

The equations of electromagnetism are “time symmetric:” Mathematical solu- 
tions to these equations can describe the propagation of light forward in time, 
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as we expect from experience, or backward in time, which is contrary to experi- 
ence. Nevertheless mathematical models of the propagation of photons based 
on various combinations of such forward and backward solutions (or, as they 
are technically called, “retarded” and “advanced” solutions, respectively) have 
been explored for decades following the catalytic papers by Richard Feynman 
and J. A. Wheeler. 56 They illuminate several technical problems in electromag- 
netic theory, and they also provide a very simple model of how “the future could 
affect the past” without propagation at speeds greater than light. 

Ironically, Fred Hoyle’s “steady state cosmology” was the result of a modi- 
fication of GR based, in part, on the idea of advanced and retarded gravita- 
tional potentials. 57 Although the Big Bang models based on GR“won the day” 
in the 1960s, the time symmetric approach begun by Hoyle still has scientific 
advocates today. 58 Thus a direction for research programs motivated in part by 
theological views about prolepsis and designed along these lines is at least in 
principle viable. 

Violations of local causality (propagation at speeds greater than light) 

The expansion of the universe now appears to be accelerating instead of decel- 
erating the way the standard open Big Bang models predicted. The accelera- 
tion might be explained by adding the so-called “cosmological constant, A,” to 
Einstein’s field equations. This addition represents a “pressure” term typical oi 
an incompressible fluid and suggests a“physical” reason for the increasing accel- 
eration of the universe’s expansion. 59 

What is surprising is that Einstein’s equations with the inclusion of A 
allow, at least formally, for the propagation of sound exceeding the speed of 
light and thus possibly going backwards in time. Such backward waves repre- 
sent one possible way that causality within small regions of space-time might 
be violated. In a recent work, George Murphy has discussed the potential sig- 
nificance of such backward waves for eschatology. 60 (Backward waves are also 
allowed in the de Sitter static space-time. 61 ) 

Violations of global causality (closed paths in space-time) 

It is well known that Godel’s universe allows for timelike paths (paths along 
which matter can move) that are closed but that do not violate the speed oi 
light. 62 Essential singularities in space-time allow passage from one portion oi 
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our universe (e.g./the future”) to another portion (e.g./the past”) 63 or another 
universe. To pursue these questions requires the use of global techniques in the 
analysis of such topics as time/space orientability, the chronology condition, 
the causality condition, the future/past distinguishing condition, the strong 
causality condition, the stable causality condition, the existence/nonexistence 
of a Cauchy surface (or a partial Cauchy surface); etc. 64 

SRP (path 6): Regarding copresence, global future, and prolepsis we may 
offer the following SRP guidelines 8—10: Consider and develop ways in which 
these and other features in physics and cosmology point to the complex char- 
acter of time and time’s arrow as indicative of the preconditions for copresence, 
prolepsis, and the global future. 


Conclusion 

Many distinct areas in biblical studies and systematic theology require us to give 
central attention to eschatology, including the bodily resurrection of Jesus and 
its implications for the new creation, the problem of suffering both in humanity 
and in the whole sweep of biological evolution, the “crucified God” as a response 
to suffering and its demand for an eschatology of new creation, indeed the very 
meaning of a relational understanding of the Trinitarian doctrine of God, not 
to mention the program of theology and science itself. But eschatology of this 
sort, with its cosmic horizons unavoidable, faces the severe challenge of the 
scientific prognosis for the far future: freeze or fry. Even if scientific cosmology 
changes, as indeed it will do (and is doing), the strictly scientific changes will 
never be capable of providing on their own a basis for such an eschatology. 

Instead of challenging science, we recognize that we need not make the 
strictly philosophical assumption that what science predicts must come to pass. 
We can think about the future of the universe in theological terms, through 
terms which have been heavily engaged and reconstructed in light of what the 
sciences tell us validly about the past and present of the universe. Such a recon- 
structed eschatology might, in turn, offer new insights about the present cre- 
ation which could be fruitful for those engaged in scientific research. In sum, we 
are asking what an expanded scientific conception of nature would be like if we 
inherited from eschatology instead of creation theology, and what ramifications 
this might have for current science. 

Taken together — the reconstruction of eschatology in light of science but 
based on its theological and biblical resources, and the indication of directions 
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for potential research in science from this new eschatological perspective on 
the universe at present — represents an instance of the methodology of creative 
mutual interaction between theology and science. The extensive development 
of this and other representations of this interaction is currently in process. The 
value of the results of this interaction can only be judged when those results 
have been more fully articulated, but I do believe that in principle the setting 
out of such a new methodology is in itself of lasting value and provides an open 
invitation to a variety of scholars and a diversity of theological and scientific 
interests and views. 


Chapter 7 


Time and the Physics of Sin 


Hugh Ross 


Any discussion about God, time, and eternity is limited by inconsistent and 
incomplete definitions of time and temporality. These limitations arise from 
the fact that all humanity’s temporal experiences are confined to a single time 
dimension in which time can neither be stopped nor reversed. No mere human 
can get outside of our time dimension to observe objectively all its properties 
and, thus, arrive at a complete definition. 

People can only experience temporal phenomena (cause and effect, emo- 
tions, relationships, reasoning, prayer, and all other mental and spiritual activi- 
ties) along the single time dimension that makes up the space-time manifold 
(or surface) of the universe. Thus, a person easily falls into the trap of equating 
“temporality” with “time.” They are not exactly the same, and the Bible cor- 
rects this mistake. 
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The Bible (uniquely among all other “holy” books) teaches that when God 
created the universe he created not just matter and energy but space and time 
as well. This fact is affirmed in the context of modern cosmology, which says 
the beginning of the universe is the beginning of length, width, height, and 
time (plus six other space dimensions that stopped expanding when the uni- 
verse was only a fraction of a second old). According to Romans 8 and Revela- 
tion 20—22, the universe will end — and be replaced — when God’s purposes 
for it have been fulfilled. In other words, the Bible claims that the time dimen- 
sion in which we experience all temporal phenomena had a definite beginning 
and will have a definite ending. 

From this biblical perspective, temporal phenomena are not limited to the 
time dimension along which the physical universe unfolds. Scripture reveals 
that the persons of the Godhead related to one another before the beginning of 
time and exercised causality before time’s beginning. For example, God caused 
the creation ex nihilo of the entire physical universe (Gen 1:1, John 1:1-3, Col 
1:15-17, Heb 11:3); God conferred grace (2 Tim 1:9); and God prepared hope 
(Titus 1:2) even before creating time. The Bible also says that after the uni- 
verse — after time as we know it — ceases to exist, redeemed humans will still 
relate to God, to one another and to angels in a far more expansive, fulfilling, 
and rewarding way than is possible in cosmic time. Our capacity for creative 
expression and for all manner of emotional, intellectual, and spiritual activities 
will be greatly expanded in his “new creation.” No longer will our temporal 
capacities and experiences be confined to a single time dimension, 1 

Mathematics can be helpful in demonstrating that temporal phenomena 
cannot, in principle, be limited to the universe’s time dimension. Just as spatial 
boundaries are superceded as one moves from a single space dimension to two, 
to three, etc., so also temporal limitations are hurdled as one moves from a 
single time dimension to two, to three, etc. Illustrations of extradimensional 
capacities and phenomena appear in chapter seven of Beyond the Cosmos, which 
was included in the syllabus presented at the conference. 2 

The crucial point is that God’s existence transcends the dimensions of 
space and time. According to the Bible, he can create and remove space-time 
dimensions at will. Therefore, God’s “temporal” capacities and activities may 
take place trans-dimensionally, or in some other way only roughly equiva- 
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lent to extradimensionality. But at least we can contemplate the reality which 
extradimensions (or their equivalent) open up. 

As an astronomer and a Christian, I am delighted to report that the latest 
cosmological research supports the biblical notion that time had a beginning 
and that temporal phenomena, as science defines them, preceded the begin- 
ning of cosmic time. As the following pages present, astrophysics now attests 
that the biblical worldview of God, time, and eternity matches not just a pre- 
ponderance of evidence, but a body of evidence that takes observers beyond all 
reasonable doubt. 

Cosmology and Scripture Agree on Time's Origin 

More than three thousand years before any scientist or scholar developed a 
viable, testable, cosmological model, authors of the Bible wrote about the fun- 
damentals of what today is called the Big Bang theory. Several dozen variants 
of the Big Bang are currently in contention, but all of them include these three 
foundational concepts: 1) a “singularity” beginning — a unified beginning of 
matter, energy, space, and time; 2) continual expansion of the cosmos from the 
creation event; and 3) progressive cooling as time and expansion continue. 

Many Bible verses describe the singular beginning, 3 but the most familiar 
is Genesis 1:1 (AV), which says, “In the beginning God created the heavens 
and the earth.” The Hebrew word for “created” ( bdra ) means, in this con- 
text, “to bring into existence something brand new, something that didn’t exist 
before.” 4 And the expression for “the heavens and the earth” ( shamayim ’eves') 
refers to all matter and energy and even the space-time dimensions along which 
matter and energy are distributed. 5 Hebrews 11:3 records that the universe we 
can detect was made from that which we cannot detect. John 1, Colossians 1, 
and numerous other passages offer more detailed accounts of the Big Bang 
“singularity.” 

Meanwhile, the space-time theorems of general relativity establish that 
if the universe has mass and if general relativity indeed holds true, a cosmic 
beginning — not just of matter and energy, but also of space and time — is ines- 
capable. (Note that the space -time theorems have now been generalized to 
include all the inflationary Big Bang models, not just the original standard Big 
Bang model. 6 ) 
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According to Oxford’s Roger Penrose, general relativity currently ranks 
as the most exhaustively tested and proven principle in all of physics. 7 So, if 
the universe contains mass (a bathroom scale convinces most skeptics that it 
does) and if general relativity is reliable (which it is), one can say with some 
certainty that the Big Bang beginning, or cosmic singularity, correctly depicts 
physical reality. 8 

This evidence for cosmic creation testifies specifically to the existence of a 
transcendent Creator, one who exists beyond the boundaries of matter, energy, 
space, and time. It also speaks of a Creator who fine-tunes the universe in 
order for life, and specifically human life, to exist. The gods of other religions 
seemingly create from within space and time. The God of the Bible creates 
from outside cosmic space and time. Both science and the Scriptures declare 
that space and time, not just matter and energy, had their beginning in the 
finite past. 

The Bible says even more about the continual expansion of the universe 
than it does about the beginning. Five different Old Testament authors — 
Job, King David, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Zechariah — write about this charac- 
teristic expansion. 9 

The psalmist makes the point that the universe has expanded like an 
unfurling tent. I like to point out that the physical reality of the tent is the 
surface of the tent. Likewise, cosmologists recognize that matter and energy are 
distributed along the four expanding dimensions that comprise the surface of 
the universe. 10 (Six of the initial ten dimensions unfurled to only lCf 35 meters). 

Job in particular makes the point that God alone is responsible for stretch- 
ing out the heavens. Job’s words receive potent confirmation in recent research. 
First, a paper by Lawrence Krauss 11 predicts the establishment of two factors 
governing the expansion of the universe: mass density which (due to gravity) 
would tend to slow down the expansion; and the space energy density, which 
would tend to speed it up. 

Krauss claims that this discovery represents “the most extreme fine-tuning 
problem known in physics.” By “problem” he means that in order to explain the 
possibility of the existence of physical life at any time in the history of the uni- 
verse, the value of the mass density of the universe (the gravity factor governing 
the expansion) must be fine-tuned to better than 1 part in 10 60 . And the space 
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energy density would need to be fine-tuned to better than 1 part in 10 120 . 12 This 
number represents the most extreme fine-tuning known in physics. 

Of the many (40+ to date) different characteristics of the universe known 
to require fine-tuning for the possibility of life’s eventual existence, these two — 
the (gravity-determining) mass density and the space energy density — top the 
list as those with the greatest measurable fine-tuning. 13 So when Job says that 
God alone stretches out the heavens, he points to a Creator of unimaginably 
great power and attention to detail. Apparently, human beings are intended 
to exist. 

As for the universe’s getting colder and colder, several verses in the Bible 
address the phenomenon, at least in an indirect way. 14 Probably the most 
explicit one is Jeremiah 33:25, which declares the fixity of the physical laws 
that rule the creation. Romans 8 adds that the law of decay is something the 
entire creation must endure until “the adoption of sons.” Until the redemp- 
tion of God’s people and the new creation, the entire universe is subjected to 
this law of decay, an apparent (to a physicist especially) reference to the sec- 
ond law of thermodynamics, which is intimately tied to the four fundamental 
forces of physics. 

Through these and many other passages, Scripture suggests that the laws 
of physics are fixed laws. The deduction is as follows: If the physical laws are 
fixed, thermodynamics are fixed. According to thermodynamics, an expanding 
chamber always cools with expansion. Compress the chamber, and the tem- 
perature of the air in that chamber heats up. Automobile engines operate by 
this principle. And it applies to everything in the universe. Given the constancy 
of physics and universality of thermodynamics, the Bible affirms (indirectly 
but surely) the continual cooling of the universe as it expands. 

Cosmology and Scripture Agree on Time’s End 

Robert Russell and John Polkinghorne have already addressed in this con- 
ference a significant and perplexing problem with this Big Bang scenario: it 
exposes humanity to what seems an unfortunate doom. Having established 
that the Big Bang theory is a thoroughly biblical concept, we must acknowl- 
edge with Russell and Polkinghorne that we are stuck with either a freezing 
or a fiery end. 
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This dreadful problem is addressed in some detail in a paper by Lawrence 
Krauss and Glen Starkman published in The Astrophysical Journal — perhaps 
the most philosophical piece ever to appear in that esteemed periodical. 15 

Krauss and Starkman begin by reviewing the solidity of recent cosmo- 
logical findings — first, that the universe contains sufficient mass to bring about 
(under gravity’s influence) a slowing of its rate of expansion; and second, that 
a factor called the “space energy density” currently dominates the mass density 
in governing the expansion of the universe. 

Most people are familiar with the workings of mass and gravity: Under 
gravity’s effect, two massive bodies tend to attract one another, and the closer 
they are to each other the more powerfully they attract. As the universe 
emerged from an infinitesimal volume and expanded very rapidly from the 
creation event, its mass worked powerfully to slow down the expansion. But as 
the universe has continued to expand and age, the effectiveness of the mass in 
slowing down the expansion has progressively diminished. So as the universe 
grows older, and hence bigger, gravity has a weaker and weaker (slowing) effect 
on the expansion. 

The space energy density effect is much harder to grasp. If it had not been 
verified by a variety of independent experiments, it might seem too strange to be 
true. Perhaps the best way to illustrate this effect would be to compare (or con- 
trast) it to an elastic band. The space energy density is roughly opposite to the 
workings of an elastic band. The more an elastic band stretches, the more energy 
it gains to propel its contraction. By contrast, the more the space-time fabric of 
the universe stretches, the more energy it gains to propel its expansion. 

Thus, the behavior produced by the space energy density is opposite to 
that which comes from the mass density (and gravity): When the universe is 
young and relatively small, the gravity factor is strong in slowing expansion 
and the space energy density factor is weak in its capacity to propel expansion. 
But as the universe gets older and bigger, more and more energy becomes avail- 
able (as described by the space energy density term) to generate expansion. 

Astronomers have now confirmed in some detail that the cosmic transi- 
tion from a slowing expansion to an accelerating expansion occurred roughly 
7 billion years ago. 16 In other words, for the past nearly 7 billion years, the 
universe has been picking up speed rather than slowing in its expansion. 
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The paper by Krauss and Starkman looks at the consequences for life in 
an ever-expanding, and ever more rapidly expanding universe. Accelerated 
expansion is particularly bad news for observational astronomers. Already the 
universe is expanding so rapidly that the most distant objects in the universe 
are moving outward at nearly the velocity of light, which means they are on the 
verge of becoming invisible to astronomers using earth-based telescopes. 

As the universe continues to age and to expand with increasing rapidity, 
more and more objects will be moving away from earth at velocities greater 
than light’s and thus will become invisible to astronomers. 17 How discouraging 
for an astronomer today but even more so for astronomers of the future! Even 
with the aid of space telescopes powerful enough to “see” to the theoretical lim- 
its of the universe, astronomers will discover (thanks to the space energy den- 
sity term) that those theoretical limits are beginning to close in on their view. 
If the sun and earth endured, the sun would someday be moving away from 
earth more rapidly than the velocity of light, and then earth would no longer 
receive the sun’s heat or light. However, the sun will exhaust all its nuclear fuel 
long before this happens. 

The situation grows worse yet. As the expansion continues and acceler- 
ates, star formation will cease. The bits and pieces of matter that coalesce (by 
gravity) to make stars, will someday fly apart from each other at such a rapid 
rate that this condensation can no longer occur. Furthermore, because existing 
stars have a finite life span (at most about 100 billion years — our star, about 
9 billion years) the universe will eventually become devoid of luminous stars. 
And without luminous stars, life is impossible. 

In fact, heat flow will eventually diminish to such a degree that metabo- 
lism will cease. Proteins will be unable to fold, and the heat flow from hot bod- 
ies to cold bodies will become so feeble that metabolic reactions will no longer 
take place. With that, all physical life must die, and, therefore, all physical 
consciousness will end. 

As Krauss and Starkman declare, an accelerating cosmic expansion inevi- 
tably dooms all life in the universe, whether life on planet Earth or life else- 
where. 18 This article most likely ranks as the most depressing paper published 
to date in The Astrophysical Journal. It acknowledges no hope, no destiny, only 
despair and doom for the cosmos. 
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The Bible presents — in one respect — the same view of humanity’s future. 
The world and the universe will not endure. Both Old and New Testament pas- 
sages refer to a time when all the heavens and the earth (echoing Gen 1:1) will be 
“rolled up like a scroll” (Isa 34:4) and everything will be “removed from its place” 
(Rev 6:14). In the words of Jesus, as recorded in all three Synoptic Gospels, 
“heaven and earth will pass away.” 19 John’s unique vantage point (in Revelation) 
provides a preview of the moment when Jesus’ words are fulfilled. 

The biblical story does not end there, however. It ends with a resounding 
affirmation of humanity’s hope. Graciously, in his awareness of our tendency 
to doubt and disbelieve, God has given twenty- first -century peoples a tangible, 
scientifically testable basis for believing that hope, purpose, and destiny are 
real. Evidence points not only to a reality beyond the cosmos, but to a personal, 
purposeful, caring Creator and Savior. 

Cosmology Offers a Basis for Hope beyond Time 

To understand the basis for hope beyond time, one must begin by considering 
the miraculous timing of astronomers’ arrival on the cosmic scene. If they had 
come much earlier, there would have been less for them to observe, for the 
objects that comprise the universe have developed and taken shape over the 
billions of years since the creation event. In an earlier era, there would have 
been fewer clues to help them discern the wondrous features of the cosmos. 
The human era just happens to be the best time in cosmic history to be an 
astronomer. 

What is more, the place earth occupies in the heavens also happens to 
be the optimal location for observing the universe. A team of University of 
Alabama astronomers led by William Keel have spent more than fifteen years 
examining the location of our solar system relative to other possible observa- 
tion sites both within the Milky Way galaxy and without. Their research dem- 
onstrates that nearly anywhere else earth might be situated, the view to the 
galaxy, not to mention the rest of the universe would be seriously blocked. 

Where are most of the stars in a galaxy? They are in the globular clusters, 
the spiral arms, or the central galactic bulge. In all of these locations, astro- 
nomical research would be obstructed or prevented altogether by the proxim- 
ity of stars, including the supergiant variety. Earth’s star, the sun, finds itself 
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between two spiral arms and far distant from any globular cluster. The fact that 
the Milky Way holds 150 globular clusters, yet none close to earth, under- 
scores the point. Then there is the fact that earth resides about halfway out 
from the center of the galaxy — in a zone that makes possible a clear view of the 
galaxy and of the rest of the universe. 

Furthermore, that exact distance from the center enables earth (and its 
solar system) the rare privilege of remaining between two spiral arms. Since 
the spiral structure of a galaxy rotates at a different rate from that of the stars 
as they orbit the center of the galaxy, most stars are overtaken and obscured, 
sooner or later, by the spiral arms. Earth, however, resides at the one distance, 
called the “corotation distance,” where this overtaking does not occur. 20 

This stability of location is critical not just for cosmic observations but also 
for the possibility ofhuman existence. Earth needs 3.5 billion years of bacterial 
life — abundant and dominant bacterial life — for subsequent human life to be 
possible. But, for bacterial life to survive that long, the planet’s star must stay 
between those two spiral arms. If the star goes in and out of the spiral arms, 
the radiation there and the light from nearby supergiant stars can exterminate 
the essential bacteria. 

Earth’s galaxy also enjoys a special location — special with respect to the 
requirements for human life, that is. The Milky Way belongs to the Local 
Group. This group includes only about two dozen members (most galaxy 
clusters contain thousands), and only two are large: the Milky Way and the 
Andromeda. And the group is well dispersed (in other words, the galaxies are 
relatively far apart compared to those in other groups). Also, the Local Group 
resides in the extreme outer fringe of the Virgo supercluster of galaxies. All 
these particulars of location are significant. Most galaxies, even 13+ billion 
years after the creation event, remain relatively close together. In most cases 
neighboring galaxies are so close as to obstruct an observer’s view of the night 
sky. In a galaxy near the center of the Virgo supercluster, an observer there 
might be able to observe his own galaxy and maybe two or three others, but the 
window to the rest of the universe would be blocked. 

The location, as well as the time, of human existence allows a view to the 
entirety of the universe out to the theoretical limits. This incredible fact leads 
one to ask, “Is it just a coincidence, or does it seem that Someone deliberately 
provided this unique window on the heavens?” 
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Scripture Reveals God's Purpose for Space and Time 

The psalmist offers this answer: God intended that the heavens would declare 
his glory — and much more. 21 For that declaration to be received, its recipients 
must occupy the just- right time at the just- right place. A powerful statement 
comes from the fact that we do. 

A similar indication emerges from “the anthropic principle” — that the 
universe seems to be conspicuously designed for human life — a perspective 
that has been discussed in the science literature since 1961. Princeton’s Robert 
Dicke first made note that certain fundamental forces of physics, in particu- 
lar gravity and electromagnetism, must be exquisitely fine-tuned for life to be 
possible. 22 Dicke’s work provided the basis for calculating that the ratio of the 
electromagnetic force to the gravitational force requires fine-tuning to within 
1 part in 10 thousand trillion trillion trillion for life to be possible at any time 
in the history of the universe. 23 The list of finely-tuned, life-essential cosmic 
features is both long (40+) and growing. 

Researchers across a wide spectrum of disciplines and theologies openly 
acknowledge the validity of the anthropic principled* Those who have done 
the most research concur that it seems “the universe must in some sense have 
known that we were coming.” 25 Physicist Paul Davies writes, “The evidence for 
design is overwhelming.” 26 

During the 1980s British cosmologist Brandon Carter extended the prin- 
ciple even further, calling his findings “the anthropic principle inequality.” 
Time is the key element. Carter first noted the fact that to get human beings 
on the cosmic scene in as little as 14 billion years requires virtually perfect 
orchestration of multiple cosmic factors. 27 Left to ordinary (undirected) phys- 
ics, life’s components would likely take much longer to develop, if they ever 
developed at all. 

Three “fortuitous” events in cosmic history gave life a strategic and timely 
helping hand. First, a type I supernova exploded adjacent to the sun’s birthplace 
(gaseous nebula) 4.5 billion years ago. Second, and almost simultaneously, a 
type II supernova exploded nearby. Not one but two different supernovae events 
occurred at just the right time and in just the right location to provide for life’s 
needs — an enrichment of heavy elements. If either supernova had exploded 
too close to the solar nebula, the forming sun would have been destroyed. But 
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if either had exploded too far away, the nebula would have acquired too few 
heavy elements to make human life possible in the tight time frame of 4.5 bil- 
lion years. The word tight applies since the kinds, quantities, and convergence 
of heavy elements produced by these two supernovae would be unexpected in a 
universe as young as only 9 to 10 billion years (at that time). 28 

Third, a mars-sized body collided with the emerging earth some 4.47 bil- 
lion years ago. Astronomers now affirm (theoretically and observationally) 
both the timing and the angle of the collision (neither a glancing blow nor 
a head-on collision, but something in between). The net result of this event 
was the removal of the earth’s primordial, heavy atmosphere and subsequent 
replacement with a much thinner atmosphere perfectly suitable for advanced 
life. In addition, earth was enriched with heavy elements, including uranium 
and thorium, and a moon (formed from the debris cloud) of sufficient size 
to stabilize earth’s rotation axis for a long time at its (perfect-for-life) 23.5 
degrees. Many more benefits accrued from this collision than can be elucidated 
within the scope of this paper. 29 

Nevertheless, these three amazingly timed and tuned events — some dare 
say miraculous events — were crucial to the possibility of humans’ arrival on 
the cosmic scene, especially in as short a time as 13—14 billion years. 

Carter takes his calculations further yet. He asks, “Once human beings 
are here, how long can they last in the cosmic environment?” Looking at all the 
special features life requires of the solar system, the galaxy, and the universe, 
and at the variability of those factors through time, Carter projected that the 
window of time for the existence of advanced life is only a few million years 
wide, at most. 30 Famed physicists T ippler and Barrow, in their seven-hundred- 
page book on the anthropic principle, propose a recalculation of Carter’s fig- 
ures. Based on various planetary environmental conditions they deduce that 
the window of time for human survival or, more specifically, for human civili- 
zation, cannot be longer than a few tens of thousands of years. 31 

Multiple complex factors affect the brevity of that window, some more 
restrictive than others. The carbonate-silicate cycle is one factor. This cycle 
balances the abundances of carbon, sulphur, and carbon dioxide in the envi- 
ronment — a balancing act made remarkably challenging by the increasing 
brightness of the Sun throughout life’s history on earth. The Sun is brighter 
today by seventeen to eighteen percent than when bacteria first appeared on 
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the earth roughly 3.8 billion years ago. 32 So far, this increase has been balanced 
by the removal of carbon dioxide, water, and methane from the atmosphere 
and the conversion of these gases through the agency of life forms into carbon- 
ates, sand, coal, natural gas, and oil. 33 

However, as atmospheric carbon dioxide continues to decrease in abun- 
dance, green plants will no longer have enough to sustain their photosynthetic 
reactions. And when the green plants die, everything else dies in succession, 
with human life among the first to go. Such findings corroborate the narrow- 
ness Carter, Tippler, and Barrow have hypothesized. 

While Hollywood fuels people’s worries about a deadly asteroid striking 
the earth (an event that recurs every few million years), a more imminent dan- 
ger lurks in the possibility of a nearby supernova blast. Some 30,000 years 
ago when the Vela supernova erupted about a thousand light years away, its 
radiation exterminated several algae species. 34 If, for example, the star Sirius, 
just eight light years away, were to go supernova, the entire human race would 
be in “serious” trouble, as one astronomer put it. Not even cockroaches would 
survive such an event. 

As odd as this may seem, human extinction may be hastened most signifi- 
cantly by such mixed blessings as technology and affluence. The more advanced 
and affluent a society becomes the fewer children that society produces and the 
longer people postpone having children. The longer people wait to have chil- 
dren, the more negative mutations they (the fathers, especially) pass on to the 
next generation. 

In the last hundred years, growing affluence and technology have resulted 
in men’s having children about seven or eight years later, on the average, than 
they did 150 years ago. In this period, the negative mutation rate has esca- 
lated dramatically. Attempts to measure this increase place it at three negative 
mutations per person per generation. 35 Extrapolating into the future, one sees 
a bleak forecast for the human species’ survivability. 

Affluence and technology also allow individuals who would have died in 
childhood, under former circumstances, to survive into their reproductive 
years. Thus, individuals with high numbers of deleterious mutations have 
greater opportunity to pass those mutations along. In a recent private conver- 
sation, economist Michael Phillips speculated, based on “the affluence prob- 
lem” alone, that earth’s population could drop to as few as 1 billion people 
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by the year 2100. His back-of-the-envelope forecast is based on income and 
birthrate statistics. In nations where average (adult) annual income exceeds 
$20,000 per person, the reproductive rate is only 0.7 children per adult. Again, 
extrapolation makes the problem apparent. 

The key point Carter seeks to drive home, a point with which my reason 
concurs, is this: It it takes nearly 14 billion years (at a minimum) to prepare 
a home for humanity, and if the window for human existence is only a few 
tens of thousands or even a few millions of years wide, one cannot escape the 
impression that the human species carries a high value. 

This impression emerges as an echo of ordinary human experience. People 
tend to invest most lavishly on the individuals and relationships they value 
most. In my own case, for example, my love for my sons motivates me, as 
thrifty as my Scottish heritage makes me, to spend time, money, and other 
resources on what means a great deal to them — even if I know their interests 
and needs may change in a few years. 

The extreme inequality between the time required to provide a home for 
humanity and the brevity of humanity’s existence plausibly suggests that the 
Creator of the universe and of human life intended that human beings come 
into existence and that he cares a great deal for them. 

Unique drives of humans seem to corroborate that sense ol “intended” 
existence. In addition to the powerful survival instinct they share with all sen- 
tient life, people manifest a unique drive to discover and fulfill their destiny. A 
sense of hope enables them to survive even horrific circumstances, and a sense 
of purpose enables them to thrive. For some people, these drives intensify with 
age, but in others they are evident from youth. At almost any age, a person may 
be driven more powerfully by this sense of purpose than even by the instinct 
to survive. Familiar examples would be Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Mother The- 
resa, whose devotion to others superceded their instinct for self-preservation. 

Where do these drives come from? Researchers find no evidence of them 
in humans’ supposed ancestors, the primate species, including the bipedal 
hominids. People’s otherwise inexplicable, often self-sacrificial yearnings make 
sense only in the context of creation, specifically in the context of a personal 
Creator’s plans, purposes, and participation on behalf of human life. 

My studies in physics provide me with yet another compelling evidence 
for the reality of the loving Creator and of human destiny both in and beyond 
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cosmic time. That evidence may be described as the optimization of physical 
constants and laws to bring about the ultimate expression of God’s love, which 
involves allowing and then conquering the possibility of evil. 

A close and careful look at the gross features of the universe, at the charac- 
teristics of space and time, at the laws of thermodynamics and at the constants 
of physics, reveals that all were designed and implemented for the physical and 
spiritual benefit of humanity — given the inevitability of original sin. 36 

When Adam and Eve rebelled against God’s authority (Gen 3) and intro- 
duced evil to the human race, God explained to them what the consequences, 
or “curse,” would be. One could argue that he simultaneously preserved the 
hope of humanity. 

Sin’s consequences were, among other things, troublesome work and 
grievous pain. 37 In some sense, the work and pain humanity suffers is generally 
proportional to the expression of spiritual autonomy, or rebellion. God com- 
manded the first humans (Gen 2:15) — and all humanity through them — to 
“tend” not just the garden he planted, but also to manage wisely the resources 
of the whole wide, wild earth (Gen 1:28-30). In humans’ relationships with 
each other and with the environment, more sin means more suffering. The 
more the human race expresses pride, selfishness, and greed, and the less it 
depends upon God for humility, love, and wisdom, the more damage it inflicts. 
The damage to society and to the planet results in suffering of all kinds. The 
desire to avoid troublesome work and grievous pain provides some motivation 
to refrain from sin and evil. 

Given the realities of human (sin-marred) nature, one begins to see the 
temporal and spatial limits of the cosmos as divine blessings. Because time, as 
humans experience it, is one-dimensional, irreversible, and unstoppable, time 
imposes a limit on the quantity and degree of evil any human can perpetrate 
against others. Though time may also limit the quantity of good a person can 
do, the early era of human history, during which lifespans were considerably 
longer, indicates which direction — toward good or evil — the balance tips. 
Extended lifespans led humanity to the brink of extinction, to the necessity of 
a cleansing cataclysm, the Genesis flood. 

More recent examples of this point appear glaringly in the lives of such 
despots as Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, Mao Tse-tung, and Saddam Hussein, 
to mention just a few. Apart from the limits of time — and space — these indi- 
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viduals would have wreaked even more havoc and harm than they did. Each 
had known plans to do so. 

This observation would seem to turn us back to the dark despair articu- 
lated by Krauss and Starkman. It leads one to ask, “Will these limits always 
be necessary?” 


Conclusion: 

Scripture Reveals God’s Plans for Temporality Beyond Time 

Science attests what Scripture reveals — that something or, more accurately, 
Someone, really does exist beyond matter, energy, space, and time. Hope, pur- 
pose, and human destiny are all connected to that greater reality. The Bible 
presents a “two-creation” reality, a conception utterly unique to Christianity. 
While other religious systems may promise some kind of heaven or alternate 
reality, that “paradise” falls pitifully short of what Scripture describes as “the 
new creation.” Even what Adam and Eve experienced in the garden oi Eden 
before they sinned falls short of what God has in store for his people. 

Rather than promising the restoration of paradise, or Eden, the Bible 
promises deliverance from an earthly home, however wonderful it may seem. If 
one looks at space, time, and physics in the garden of Eden, one sees the con- 
finement of humanity, a set of limitations that is removed in the new creation, 
just as the Tree of Life was removed from the old. 

The two-creation scenario offers a refreshing vantage point from which 
to view the past, present, and future of God’s relationship with humanity. 
The Bible reveals a universe and earth meticulously prepared for life, and for 
human life in particular, over the course of its long history. When the prepa- 
rations were complete, God created Adam and placed him in a paradisaical 
garden, instructed him concerning his responsibilities, and created a helper 
for him. Then God allowed Satan to enter that garden. The sovereign, omni- 
scient, omnipotent God could have barred Satan from entering, but he did 
not — though he knew exactly what would happen. 

God knew the humans would be enticed by evil, that they would fail the 
obedience test. But his plan was in place. Through the power of the incarnate 
Son, Jesus Christ, the “second Adam,” he atoned for sin, breaking through the 
boundaries of matter, energy, space, and time. The Holy Spirit began a new 
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work in humans (those who accept God’s gift of redemption), to deliver them 
from the grip of evil and move them toward the full-blown expression of his 
power and love. 

Even now the new creation is being prepared for those humans who, as the 
Spirit enables them, exchange their propensity to sin and even their best efforts 
against sin, for God’s gift of righteousness by faith. When time’s purpose is 
fulfilled, when time has allowed all the people of God’s choosing to choose 
him, the court of the Great White Throne will convene. In that moment of 
final judgment, God permanently binds up evil, separates it from his people, 
and brings them into his presence — into what he describes as an entirely new 
creation. 

The preview he gives shows how new and different it must be. Its physics 
are different. Its dimensionality is different. Its “geography” is different. Its 
“temporality” is different. God makes it different to set redeemed humans free 
from cosmic relational limits. God will be with us and we with him in a com- 
pletely new way that exceeds, as the apostle Paul says, what anyone can even 
“think or imagine” (1 Cor 2:9). 

In other words, no human mind can fully appreciate what the second cre- 
ation will be. The first creation is perfectly designed to prepare us, through 
God’s redeeming work, for the creation that is yet to come. The new creation 
allows us to live beyond cosmic limits in the presence of God. The new creation 
holds incomparable splendor, joy, beauty, love, and light. With a view to or 
from this future, our space-and-time-bound existence will seem — no longer 
paradoxically — infinitesimally brief and yet eternally significant. 

C. S. Lewis offers this glimpse from the last page of the last book in the 
Narnia Chronicles: “And for us this is the end of all the stories, . . . But for 
them it was only the beginning of the real story. All their life in this world 
. . . had only been the cover and the title page: now at last they were beginning 
Chapter One of the Great Story, which no one on earth has read: which goes 
on for ever: in which every chapter is better than the one before.” 38 


Chapter 8 


Meeting the Cosmic God in the 
Existential Now 


Tony Campolo 


C. S. Lewis was well aware that modernity had its dangers. In T hat Hideous 
Strength, and The Abolition of Man, he cited what those dangers are. He saw 
that science, technology, and reason, with the innovations they fostered, were 
not producing the progress that everyone assumed that they would produce. 
There was supposed to have been a Utopia that would emerge out of positivism 
and scientific investigation, but it just was not happening. Quite the opposite 
was becoming increasingly evident. Science was turning into a Frankenstein’s 
monster that threatened our existence. We live with the fears of what cloning 
might usher in and we are beginning to be afraid of what computers might do 
to us. Right now at Harvard University, scientists involved in artificial intel- 
ligence experiments predict that computers will transcend human intelligence 
within ten years. What is more, they expect that computers will be able to 
replicate the brain and actually stimulate a part of that replicated brain so that 
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it can have religious experiences . 1 This is something we will have to deal with as 
the whole new field of neurotheology emerges on the scene. These were things 
that C. S. Lewis saw coming, and he stood against them all. 

In spite of his fears about threats that were posed by our increasingly tech- 
nological society, Lewis saw that science, in its purest sense, pointed beyond 
itself to something spiritual. He was no enemy of science. He did not, as some 
postmoderns do, discard science and read it off the charts. He saw that it had 
potentiality for nurturing godly thinking. Science, he saw, could point beyond 
itself. He watched with great interest the findings of science especially the cos- 
mology being developed right there at his beloved Oxford University. He was 
very aware of what was going on in the laboratories and observatories of his 
scientific colleagues. Lewis was a contemporary of Sir Arthur Eddington, the 
astronomer laureate of Britain, who wrote The Expanding Universe . 2 He was 
in dialogue with Samuel Alexander, whose book Space, Time, and Deity influ- 
enced thinking . 3 He was aware of theories being developed by Einstein. He 
understood many of the implications of the new cosmology that were shak- 
ing the foundations of the established Weltenschauung of the day. As a young 
graduate student, I personally found this new cosmology that followed Ein- 
stein’s discoveries extremely useful in dealing with the intellectual challenges 
being presented in the halls of academia, and I cannot help but believe that 
Lewis did the same, to an even greater degree. 

When I was coming through school, the ideas of Rudolph Bultmann were 
all the rage. Bultmann had taken the existentialist philosophy of Heidegger 
and baptized it to make a new theology. I remember that Bultmann’s argu- 
ment was that the New Testament was written against the backdrop of an 
ancient cosmology that was no longer operative . 4 As Bultmann looked at his- 
tory, he said there was an ancient time when people believed that they lived in 
a three-storied universe, and that the biblical message only made sense against 
that backdrop. The three-storied universe with heaven above, hell below, and 
earth in between seemed real to the biblical writers. They believed in a heaven 
“up there” from which angels descended and to which angels ascended. They 
believed in a hell under the earth. Such a universe was the context in which the 
biblical stories made sense. But all of that has changed now, said Bultmann, 
and the cosmology that has taken its place through Newton’s discoveries, he 
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claimed, has made it impossible for us to adhere to a theology that is wedded 
to this three-storied universe. 

“The universe is infinite,” Newton said. It goes on and on and on, forever 
and ever and ever. In such a universe, according to Bultmann, the Scriptures 
make no sense. In this new cosmology there is no longer an “out there.” There is 
no “up there.” With the new cosmology, contended Bultmann, there is no place 
for a heaven over a hell. These places that were spatially located in the Bible 
have no place in the universe that emerged from Newton’s physics. The intrigu- 
ing thing was that what Bultmann said all sounded so good and made a great 
impact on impressionable minds like mine in the early 1950s, but of course he 
was a little behind the time. Newton had already been challenged by Einstein. 

Einstein came up with that famous theory of gravity, and early on scien- 
tists realized that this new understanding would not work in an infinite uni- 
verse. Lesser minds would have concluded, “Well, if my theory does not work 
in an infinite universe, then I guess I must discard it.” Not Einstein! Still in his 
early twenties, he had the arrogance that people have at that age. He said that 
il his theory did not work in an infinite universe, it was because the universe 
is not infinite. Imagine that: “If the universe does not agree with me, then our 
understanding of the universe is wrong!” 

It was Alexander Friedman, a colleague of Einstein’s, who saw a resolution 
to the problem. Friedman was the first really to begin to define the universe as 
limited but unbounded, and Sir Arthur Eddington at Oxford carried it even 
one step further. What these scientists postulated, which empirical research 
has now validated, is the fact that the universe is actually unbounded, but lim- 
ited. It is all beyond me. According to, Eddington the universe had resulted 
from the “Big Bang,” about 15 billion years ago. That was when an infinitely 
small photon suddenly exploded, and the universe as we know it is the result 
of that explosion. Time and space and matter have all emerged out of that Big 
Bang. Once, when I personally heard Einstein explain this theory, he said that 
we must compare the universe to a balloon that is in the process of being blown 
up. Time, space, and matter are, he said, all in the skin of the balloon and, like 
the universe, are expanding outward. If you put dots on the skin of this balloon 
then, as the balloon expands, these dots appear to move further and further 
apart from each other. These dots, explained Einstein, represent galaxies, and, 
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like the universe, as this balloon expands, these galaxies likewise appear to be 
moving further and further apart. What Einstein said that day has been vali- 
dated by findings made by the Hubble telescope. 

It was Sir Arthur Eddington who asked the obvious follow-up question. If 
the universe is likened to an expanding balloon, or an expanding puff of smoke, 
one may ask, “What is the nature of the larger reality in which this expansion 
is taking place ?” 5 What is the realm beyond which time and space and matter 
exist? In short, all of a sudden it becomes logical and reasonable to talk about 
transcendence once again. If time and space and matter expand outward, is it 
not reasonable to assume that there is a larger arena — something beyond time 
and space and matter? That is an intriguing question, to say the least. 

Time as a Dimension 

Another corollary of this new cosmology was that there was a fourth dimension 
to the universe, and this fourth dimension left room for the seemingly miracu- 
lous to happen. Lewis had long believed in miracles, and I remember what he 
had to say about them . 6 His wonderful illustration in his book on miracles 
made everything seem so clear. For instance, he pointed out that some primi- 
tive people living on an obscure island might believe that anything heavier than 
air cannot fly. Their empirical testing had proved that. They pick up rocks, let 
them go, and they fall. Anything heavier than air falls, they conclude. 

Then one day this metal thing with shining wings flies overhead. It is an 
airplane. The airplane is heavier than air, but it is flying! To the people on 
this island, it is a miracle, but in reality, what is happening is that those who 
designed the airplane understood more about science than did the people on 
the island. They understood that there were certain laws of thermodynamics 
that are such that when an object heavier than air, constructed in a particular 
shape, goes at a particular speed, it can fly. What the inhabitants of the island 
called a miracle, those with more advanced scientific knowledge understood 
was not really a miracle so much as it was taking advantage of scientific realities 
that were beyond the comprehension of the people on that little island. 

For C. S. Lewis there were not two kinds of knowledge. He reacted against 
the German schools that had Geisteswissenschaften knowledge on the one hand, 
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and Naturwissenschaften knowledge on the other. This division posed that the 
natural sciences had one kind of truth and those in subjects such as religion 
had another kind of truth. This view argues for two kinds of truth. C. S. Lewis 
would not accept this divide. For him, truth was one. For him, all things had 
to be integrated into one unified system. 

Lewis would have gotten along well with Einstein, who also believed that 
all truth could be integrated into a single system, even though he did not know 
what the formula for that system was. Einstein also believed that what we 
consider miracles were really scientific possibilities, especially within the new 
worldview he was helping to develop. T o show how new apprehensions of real- 
ity can make miracles possible, he often had his students read Flatland, This 
is a whimsical little story about a man from a three-dimensional world, our 
world, who suddenly ends up in a two-dimensional world. 7 Everything in Flat- 
land is flat, and in the world of Flatland, the three-dimensional man is able to 
perform miracles. In Flatland, aline is an insurmountable barrier to the natives 
ot Flatland. They cannot go through it. But ah! Our hero is three-dimensional. 
Fde is able to step over the line. Everybody in the two-dimensional world says, 
“Miraculous!” In reality, this visitor to Flatland is only taking advantage of 
another spatial dimension the others cannot comprehend. Another miracle 
he can perform is to disappear. In Flatland, he is able to disappear simply by 
jumping up, because in Flatland there is no “up.” Everything is flat. He can 
disappear from sight instantaneously. All the people in Flatland say, “Miracu- 
lous!” In reality he is only taking advantage of a third dimension of space. 

What Einstein’s theory let loose on the world was the idea that the world 
was not actually three-dimensional. Instead, it was four-dimensional. What is 
more, Max Planck and his followers calculated that there might be up to eleven 
dimensions in the universe. Think of the implications of all of this for a resur- 
rected Jesus who steps into our time and space, having once again taken on 
the capacity to utilize the possibilities of a multidimensional universe. Might 
such a Christ be able to take advantage of multiple dimensions of space? Might 
such a resurrected Christ be able to pass through shut doors (John 20:19) or 
instantaneously disappear (Luke 24:31)? 
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Time: Biblical and Earthly 

Oscar Cullmann, noted for his biblical analysis of how time is regarded in the 
Bible, contends that time in Scripture is defined as a linear progression reach- 
ing from the infinite past, prior to creation, and extending into the infinite 
future. Historical time, according to Cullmann, is simply a segment out of the 
linear development that he believes to be an everlasting progression. 

On the contrary, Emil Brunner, the Swiss-German theologian, argued 
that historical time was a created realm within the larger reality oi “God’s 
time,” which Brunner called “the eternal now.” In this eternal now, said Brun- 
ner, time as we understand it is transcended, and the concepts of before and 
after that go with our linear concept of time become meaningless. 

Such arguments about the nature of time and its relationship to what the 
Bible defines as eternity, are nothing new to theologians. Theologians have 
been intrigued by discussions on the subject from as far back as Saint Augus- 
tine. It was Augustine who, early in the life of the church, recognized that a 
host of theological questions could be resolved if it were possible to figure out 
how time as we know it is related to God’s time. Augustine, centuries before 
Einstein and somewhat anticipating Einstein’s thinking, taught that time was 
related to creation, and that it had a beginning when God spoke the universe 
into existence. He then raised the paradoxical question as to whether or not 
there was a time before there was time. As we shall see, an answer to this ques- 
tion is full of theological intrigue. 

Surprisingly, Augustine’s problems regarding theological implications 
for time might find some resolution in Einstein’s physics. First of all, let us 
consider what Einstein found out about time. He came up with the amazing 
discovery that time becomes compressed with increased speed. In other words, 
the faster we travel, the more time is compressed. While the following figures 
are not precise, they may help in understanding what this is all about. 

♦ If you were put into a rocket and sent into space, traveling at 170,000 
miles per second relative to earth, and then returned in ten years, 
when you returned you would be ten years older, but all the rest of us 
would be twenty years older. For those of us who remained on earth 
our twenty years would be compressed into ten years of your time. 
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♦ If we got you traveling at 180,000 miles per second, our twenty years 
would be compressed into one day of your time. 

♦ If we could get you traveling at the speed of light — 186,000 miles per 
second — there would be no passage of time at all. If that were pos- 
sible, all of time would be compressed into one eternal now. 

Young people who have watched the television show Star Trek have no prob- 
lem with any of this, because they are used to Captain Kirk and company 
moving forward in time simply by altering the speed at which the spaceship 
Enterprise travels. 


Time and “The Now” 

In reflecting upon how time is relative to motion, I want to declare that I 
believe God is able to experience time at the speed of light. For God, all of time 
can be compressed into what the theologian Emil Brunner called “the eternal 
now.” All things happen “now” with God. With God, a thousand years are as a 
day, and a day is as a thousand years (Ps 90:4). The very name of God implies 
this reality. God’s name is “I Am" God never “was,” and God never “will be.” 
God is always “now.” 

The “nowness” of God lends support to the declaration of the theologian 
Paul Tillich, who contended that God could not be known as an object caught 
in the space-time continuum in which we live. According to Tillich, God can 
only be “encountered in the now.” We cannot analyze God and then describe 
God in ways that fit the categories of time-bound logic. God will not yield to 
positivism (the philosophy that reduces all reality to terms that the five senses 
can experience), nor be understood in terms of the categories of human logic. 

Those philosophers and social scientists who call themselves phenomenolo- 
gists are most in harmony with the concept of the eternal now. They point out 
that “now” has no extension in time. They argue that we cannot say that the 
next minute is now; nor can we even say the next second is now. We cannot 
even say that the next millionth of a second is now. “Now,” they contend, is that 
nonexistent point wherein the past meets the future. “Now,” in a sense, is not 
really in time. Yet each of us can say, “I am alive now! Now is where I am!” 
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Everything that is true about me belongs in the past. I can reflect on me — I 
can take a good look at myself — but everything that I observe about me is in 
the past. What I can know about me is not who and what I am right now. “Me” 
is what I used to be. I cannot even tell you what I am thinking now, because in 
order to do that, I have to stop and consider what I was thinking. But again I 
point out that now is where I am — it is where I exist. 

More importantly, God is in the now. For God, all of time and eternity 
are gathered up in this eternal now. God is the Alpha and Omega; the begin- 
ning and the end (Rev 1:8). Given this assertion about God’s being in the now, 
we can begin to understand why Tillich argued that God cannot be known as 
other objects are known, because in the now, there is no objective knowledge. 
That is because objective knowledge requires reflection, and when we reflect, 
we can only reflect on what was — never on what is now. II I ask you to reflect 
on what you are experiencing now, you can only tell me about what you were 
reflecting upon when I asked you the question. 

God in the Now 

All of this seeming double-talk affirms a basic evangelical truth, and that is 
that those who would know God must encounter God in the now. Right now, 
the person who would know God must surrender to God, and let God over- 
whelm and invade his or her mind, body, and soul. A person does not become 
a Christian simply by gathering objective knowledge about God. In reality, an 
individual may know all the doctrines about God and have a “sound” theology 
about what God accomplished in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
but he still may not know God. There is a qualitative difference between know- 
ing all about God and having a sacred encounter with God in the now. 

Each morning I try to wake up half an hour before I have to, and then lie 
in bed, experiencing quietude. In the stillness of the morning, I surrender to 
a possible encounter with God. I wait patiently to feel God’s presence. I sense 
a beckoning, as did the psalmist of old, who heard the admonition, “Be still, 
and know that I am God” (Ps 46:10). The “still small voice” of God has no 
words (1 Kgs 19:12), but there comes an inner groaning as I encounter God 
in the now. 
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I can talk about this experience with God. I can try to describe it and even 
theologize about it. But in doing so, I am no longer in the experience. I am 
only reflecting on the experience that I just had with God. In such occasions of 
mystical ecstasy, time, in the linear sense, ceases to exist. I am, in such spiritual 
encounters, beyond time. I am experiencing God in the now. This is the kind of 
knowledge about God that the apostle Paul was praying to experience when he 
wrote, “ I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the shar- 
ing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death” (Phil 3:10). 

Such an encounter with God is one way to experience what we evangelicals 
call being “born again.” It taps into the essence of the conversion experience. 

Einsteins Theory and the Cross 

A great and perhaps most important insight that can come out of the relativ- 
ity theory is a deeper understanding of what Jesus accomplished for us on the 
cross. If you believe, as I do, that Jesus is fully God as well as fully human, then 
you might be ready to accept that there are some existential dimensions of his 
saving ministry on the cross that Jesus is doing now. As a man, and the only 
sinless man who ever lived, Jesus lived and died some two thousand years ago. 
Back there and then on the cross, he took the punishment for our sins. Jesus 
was the sacrificial Lamb of God — the sacrifice that delivers each of us from the 
condemnation that is our due because of the dark side of our humanity. 

When he died there on that hill outside of Jerusalem, Jesus became the 
substitute who went through the hell that should have been our lot because 
of the dirt and ugliness of our sins. That he endured this punishment on our 
behalf is a historical fact, established in linear time. It is a done deal! There is 
nothing more to be done to deliver us from the punishment that should be 
meted out to each of us. We can justifiably talk about the finished work of 
Jesus. Historically, in time, the perfect sacrifice of his life for ours is an accom- 
plished fact. 


Something More 

What I have just stated relates to what Jesus did for us back there and then. 
But there is something more that the would-be Christian should grasp to 


146 


Meeting the Cosmic God 


experience all that Christ’s salvation has to offer. In addition to what Jesus 
did for us, each of us must be ready to surrender to what Jesus wants to 
do to us in the now. Because Jesus is not only “fully human” but also “fully 
God” — even as the Chalcedonian Creed declares — he is able to comprehend 
time as God. Because he is God, Jesus is able to gather all of time together 
in his eternal now. 

Jesus not only was a man who lived, died, and was resurrected historically; 
he is also the God for whom all things are in the present moment. That is why 
he could say to the Pharisees, “Before Abraham was, I am” (John 8:58). Jesus 
wasn’t using poor grammar when he said that. Instead, he was declaring his 
divinity. He was saying that the time before there was an Abraham is present 
tense for him. Because of his divinity, he experiences all events in time and his- 
tory as happening for him in the now. 

If you are following all of this, you may be ready to grasp what for me has 
been one of the most important dimensions of what Christ did and does on 
the cross. When he hung on Calvary’s tree some two thousand years ago, being 
God, he was — and he is — simultaneous with me here and now. Right now, I 
am caught up in his eternal now. The centuries that separate me from Jesus 
suffering on Golgotha are compressed, as though at the speed of light, so that 
for him, he is with me in this instantaneous now. That means that right now, 
in God’s divine sense of time, as he hangs on the cross, he is able to empathize 
with me, and via a kind of spiritual osmosis, absorb into himself all the sin and 
darkness of my life. 

On the cross two thousand years ago, he took the punishment for my sin, 
but right now, in his eternal now, he is able to reach out to me from that old 
rugged cross. Like a magnet, he can draw out of me all the evil that is part of 
my humanity, as though it were some iron filings. 

The Bible says: “For he hath made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; 
that we might be made the righteousness of God in him” (2 Cor 5:21 AV). 
Here and now, if I surrender to him, he will purge me and make me pure. If 
he is in me, and I am in him in his eternal now, then I become a new creation. 
Old things pass away, and everything becomes new (2 Cor 5:17). “Though 
your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like 
crimson, they shall be as wool” (Isa 1:18 AV). 
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There is more to salvation than just being delivered from punishment for 
sin. There is a cleansing of the heart, mind, and soul that can occur in the now. 
It was for this special existential cleansing that King David prayed in Psalm 51. 
And it is this dimension of Christ’s work on the cross that we read about in 1 
John 1:19, “If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our 
sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

In this verse, we not only read about the forgiveness of sins that comes 
from what he did back on Calvary, but we also learn about the cleansing that 
can occur in the here and now. Jesus, being God, can cleanse us today because 
he is, in the words of the Danish existentialist theologian, Soren Kierkeg- 
aard, “the eternally crucified.” When I preach evangelistic sermons within the 
church, I usually say, “I know you believe in what Jesus did for you back there 
and then. But what I want to know is whether or not you are willing to let Jesus 
do something to you right now.” 

I want to know if you are willing to let Jesus reach out to you from the 
cross and absorb your sin, making it his own, and at that same instant let his 
goodness flow into you to take the place of sin. I ask, “Will you let him impart 
to you his righteousness? If you will, then on that day of judgment, the one 
who has taken your sin and made it his own in the now will present you to his 
Father, as it says in the book of J u.de,fa ultless !” 

Motivation for Holiness 

I do not want to leave the discussion of what goes on with Christ’s suffering 
and cleansing us from our sin in his eternal now without pointing out that 
all of this should provide a great impetus for living the holy life. Every time I 
sin, that very instant Jesus groans in agony in Calvary. Even as I sin today, he 
experiences the agony of ingesting my sin into himsef in his eternal now, as 
he hangs “spread eagle” on the tree back there and then. That is why it says in 
Hebrews 6:6 that when we sin, we crucify him anew. In a sense, when we sin, 
we crucify him right now. 

I was at a Christian college that is one of our citadels of evangelical purity, 
talking to a student who was a bit troubled over the fact that he was an evan- 
gelical Christian, but he was having sex with two different girls, I said, “Well, 
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how do you reconcile all this with being a Christian?” He said, “Well, I believe 
that Jesus took care of it all long ago and far away.” 

I said, “The next time you’re committing fornication I hope you can hear 
Jesus screaming in pain in the background. Because at that very moment he 
is simultaneous with you, absorbing the sin that you are committing into his 
own body.” No wonder Paul says that we dare not sin that grace may abound 
(Rom 6:1) because even as we sin, two thousand years ago on the cross, Jesus 
reaches across time and space, and draws those sins into his own perfect body, 
as though they were iron filings and he a magnet. 

First John 1:9 tells us this: If we will confess our sins he is faithful, he 
is just. He will forgive us of our sins and he will cleanse us. Reformed theol- 
ogy bases that forgiveness on what he did back there and then on Calvary. 
But something has to happen right now! You have to surrender in stillness 
to Christ on the cross and let him cleanse you. And do not tell me you do not 
need cleansing. 


Toward a Resolution 

Of course, the resolution of the death of Christ and the second coming of Christ 
is resolved. I have some Seventh Day Adventist brothers and sisters whose the- 
ology says that when you die you lie in the grave until the resurrection morning. 
I think that view is sustained in Scripture, so that affects the way in which you 
should be buried. I want to be buried with one hand up, waving! 

Then there are those who would maintain that the moment you die you 
are simultaneously present with Christ, and I think that position can be legiti- 
mated scripturally. How can these two seemingly contradictory things be true? 
How can the Adventists be right, and the Baptists be right at the same time? 
Well, in linear time, those events are separate. If I were to die today and the 
second coming was to occur (and I don’t know when it will occur — I mean, 
I’m on the welcoming committee, not the program committee) ten years from 
now, I would be in the grave for ten years — agreed? The body is going to be 
resurrected. The Scriptures do not teach the immortality of the soul, strange 
as it may sound. The Scriptures teach the resurrection of the body. My body 
will not be resurrected until the resurrection morning. Ah! But the moment 
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of death and the moment of the second coming at the speed of light are what? 
The same moment. I hate to tell you Adventists — we are both right about 
when both events occur. From a historical linear perspective where we live in 
time and space, they are separate. Of course, I will not even begin to suggest 
what the implications of this are for people like Ben Patterson who are Calvin- 
ists and believe in predestination . 8 Does God know what is going to happen 
before it happens? 

The question is a simple one. Does God know before? Well, what if there 
is no “before” with God? Suppose he is the Alpha, the Omega, the beginning 
and the end. Suppose everything is “now” for God. The intriguing, subtle 
implications of new time theory emerging out of relativity are startling, to say 
the least. 

Go a step further. C. S. Lewis saw this. As he reflected on the concept of 
prayer he saw a problem . 9 He wondered how God could give himself totally 
to any given individual at any given moment. “How can God be totally com- 
mitted to me when I pray,” he asked, “and simultaneously be wholly commit- 
ted to every other individual in the world who might be praying at that same 
moment?” As Lewis began to reflect on the new concepts of time that were 
emerging, he realized that if at any given moment there is an infinite amount 
of linear time, since all of time is compressed into the now at the speed of 
light, then it is possible that at any given moment God would have an infinite 
amount of linear time in which to hear the prayers of each and every person 
who is praying at that moment! 

When you realize where C. S. Lewis was when he was writing, you must 
also realize that Einstein was still off on the side edges of intellectual thought. 
Relativity theory had not yet been popularized as it is today. Now everybody 
knows something about relativity theory. We watch Star Trek, and we know 
we can go forward in time just by changing the speed of the Starship Enterprise. 
You knew that, didn’t you? And if you saw the movie Contact, you know that 
Jodie Foster was afraid to get in the space vehicle and go to another galaxy and 
come back, because she would be traveling so fast that when she returned her 
lover would either be dead or so old that it would not make any difference. 

It is amazing to me that the more science expands, the closer it comes into 
agreement with the teachings of God’s word. C. S. Lewis believed that. So, to 
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a Bultmann, who throws the Bible out because he does not adhere to a three- 
storied view of the universe, I say, “Look again. You’re a very clever fellow, 
Bultmann, but you’re behind the times.” 

Of course, the modern cosmology, as C. S. Lewis saw, postulates that time 
had a beginning. There was a time, according to the Big Bang theory, when it 
all started, some 15 billion years ago. That is not so long ago in the context of 
eternity. Fifteen billion years ago a photon exploded and time was one of the 
results of that explosion. There was a beginning to time. Recognize the theo- 
logical implications of that beginning. 

One of my friends in the field of social history contends that some very 
important words in the Bible were the first three words: “In the beginning . . .” 
Please understand that in some other religions there is no beginning. In Bud- 
dhism and Hinduism, time moves in a cycle. It is an endless cycle. As a matter 
of fact, the book of Ecclesiastes gives us a glimpse of what results from a cycli- 
cal view of time. The grass grows, the grass dies, it grows up again, and it all 
repeats itself over and over again. 10 Friedrich Nietzsche embraced this concept 
of time in his theory of recurrence. 11 Certainly those who are into the New 
Age movement are very much into a recurrence theory. It all repeats itself over 
and over and over and over and over again. To those who embrace a recurrence 
theory, there is no beginning; there is no end. Hence, there is no meaning to 
life. Instead, as the author of Ecclesiastes states, “All is vanity.” 

With Big Bang cosmology, however, the recurrence theory becomes 
untenable. There was a beginning. The one law of thermodynamics that con- 
tinues to exists in our post-Einsteinean era, is that energy is being dissipated 
in an exploding and expanding universe. The universe is moving to maximum 
entropy. Consequently, there will be a time, even as the Bible says, when time 
shall be no more. If time is relative to motion, when all energy is dissipated, 
and all motion ceases, time will cease to exist. No wonder Stephen Hawking, 
who tends toward atheism, came up with a recurrence theory in his cosmo- 
logical theories. 12 Hawking is smart. He knows that the implications of a Big 
Bang theory without recurrence will push towards theism, and he is afraid of 
that. Thus, he proposed a theoretical framework which I do not think can be 
empirically verified. The expanding universe has been empirically verified, but 
I do not know how you could verify the recurrence theory. 
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There are atheists who have begun to develop a whole new field of theo- 
retical reflection called Precosmic thought. They know that if there is no God, 
they will have a hard time explaining how the universe happened. The Big Bang 
theory continues to haunt those cosmologists who do not have any grasp of 
theism. Einstein’s last book, interestingly enough, is entitled Metaphysics, for 
he saw that there were implications — metaphysical implications — to what he 
was all about. The universe has a beginning, and it is moving towards an end. 

Lewis was a contemporary with Teilhard de Chardin, and like Teilhard, 
Lewis saw that history had a purpose to it. It is moving toward some kind of 
fulfilling climax. Those who have read The Phenomenon of Man know this: 
T eilhard saw that there was an emergent quality to the universe, with galax- 
ies being formed through a process which he called “amorization.” Through 
this process he saw the love of God at work in the universe, bringing cosmic 
dust together to form galaxies. God is viewed by Teilhard as the great unifier, 
bringing (together) nonorganic matter in such a way as to create what he called 
the biosphere, that is, the biological world. Out of the biosphere, Teilhard 
claims, comes the noosphere — the human mind in homo sapiens. But Teilhard 
contends that there is still a future stage for the cosmos. He calls it the Chris- 
tosphere. In it, human beings come together and unify, forming what the Bible 
calls “the body of Christ.” This is the eschaton. This is when all humanity is 
harmonized into a loving entity . 13 What I wish he had said was that there is 
something coming called the kingdom of God. 

We believe that there is a logic and reason in history; that the God who 
set the universe in motion has a plan, and that the plan is the actualization of 
the kingdom of God within the cosmos. The kingdom of God is no pie-in-the- 
sky-when-you-die-by-and-by sort of thing. It happens in history. When I pray 
the Lord’s Prayer, I pray this: “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth 
. . .” The kingdom of God is where sociology and cosmology connect, because 
in the context of this new cosmological construct, I believe that something is 
happening in history. I do have a view of progress. I believe that God is at work 
in the world creating his kingdom. T. S. Eliot was brilliant with words, but he 
was wrong when he wrote that couplet: “This is the way the world will end, not 
with a bang but a whimper .” 14 Then with dissipation add, “Ah, man . . . .” 

Eliot was wrong. It will not end with a bang, and it will not end with a 
whimper. This is the way the world will end: the kingdoms of this world will 
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become the kingdom of our God, and he shall reign forever and ever (Rev 
11:15). Hallelujah, hallelujah! That is the view of history that I preach! There 
is a telos (goal) to history. The universe is going somewhere; history is going 
somewhere; it is moving toward the realization of the kingdom, and we are 
called by God to join him in making this happen. 

In the prayer this morning, Nigel Goodwin said, “. . . that we might work 
to build the Kingdom.” 15 That is not some spiritual abstraction. The kingdom 
is a concrete sociological reality. In Isaiah 65:17, we get a description of that 
kingdom. Isaiah says that in the kingdom of God, everyone will have a decent 
house to live in. Everyone will have ajob. We will be blessed by the labors of 
our hands in the vineyard. Nobody else will steal the fruits of production. 

In the kingdom of God, children will not die in infancy. Look at Africa 
today with the AIDS crisis and the many children who are dying there in 
infancy. It will not happen in the kingdom of God. 

In that kingdom, old people will live out their lives in perfect health. Isaiah 
says that the man who dies at a hundred will be considered to have died young. 
We already know that with the new genome studies they have already isolated 
the gene that controls aging. They have already been able to deal with flies and 
mosquitoes and get them to live ten times their normal life span. (I do not see 
the point of thatl) But by the grace of God, humanity will be able to expand life 
expectancy. We will be able to engineer certain diseases out of existence, and 
by the grace of God people will live longer lives in good health. 

Isaiah says that when children are born, they will not be born to calamity. 
How many children are born in the ghettos of Philadelphia, in the slums of 
Los Angeles, and in the hard places like Brixton, where the parents at the day 
of birth wonder whether this child is being born for calamity? Will this child 
be freaked out on drugs? Will this child be blown away in a gang struggle? Will 
this child end up pregnant before her time? What will happen to this child? 
No more will they be born to calamity (Isa 65:23). 

For the environmentalists who are here listen to this: neither shall they 
hurt the earth any more (Isa 65:25). What an image! Environmental respon- 
sibility. What an image! Infant mortality obliterated. Decent housing. Good 
jobs. 

The kingdom of God is not an abstraction. It is a historical reality. We 
are moving towards it. Sometimes we get discouraged, but in the midst of our 
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discouragement we must remember World War II, When we recognize how 
history will end, we know that we are on the winning side. Oscar Cullmann, in 
his book Christ and Time, points out that in every war there is a decisive battle 
that determined the outcome of the war . 16 In the Civil War in the United 
States, it was Gettysburg. After Gettysburg, everyone knew how it was going 
to end. The war went on after that, but there was no question about how it 
was going to end. In the Napoleonic wars it was Waterloo. After Waterloo, 
everyone knew how it was going to end. 

In World War II, the decisive day was D-Day. The Nazis knew if they 
could drive the Allied forces back into the sea they would win the war. On the 
other hand, there was a realization that if the Allies could establish the beach- 
head, victory for the Allies was inevitable. It was called by many, “The Longest 
Day,” because history hung in the balance. 

The good news is that at the end of the day, the beachhead was established. 
After D-Day, there was never any question as to how the war was going to end. 
No wonder Rommel joined the plot to assassinate Hitler. He knew that Hitler 
would never give up, and at D-Day the war had been lost. 

There would still be a lot of death, a lot of suffering and a lot of agony after 
D-Day. More people would die after D-Day than before D-Day. Yet in spite 
of the suffering and the death and the pain, there was never any question as 
to how it was going to end. V-Day was inevitable! Oscar Cullmann pointed 
out that we now live between God’s D-Day and God’s V-Day. D-Day was 
the death and the resurrection of Christ, where all the forces of the demonic 
were mustered and focused on one man nailed to a tree. If ever Satan was 
going to win the victory, it would be there. It would be then. At Calvary, God 
was incarnated into the most vulnerable of forms, into the weakness of human 
flesh, says the Scripture, emptied of power and hanging spread-eagled. What 
could be more vulnerable? When the day was over, it looked as though Satan 
had won and the dark forces had won. It looked as though the forces of dark- 
ness would rule the universe. But three days later, Jesus staged a coup. Up 
from the grave he arose! Christos Victorl That was God’s D-Day! But the war 
is not yet over. The decisive battle has been won, but V-Day is yet to come. 
I do not know when it will happen, but it will happen. From now to the end, 
we carry on in the struggle, but we know that in spite of our weaknesses and 
shortcomings, we will winl That is because we believe in Christ’s return. 
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If you had asked the French Underground, “Do you really expect to defeat 
the Nazis with the small group of soldiers you have and a few machine guns 
and a handful of bazookas and some hand grenades? Are you going to take on 
the Nazi army and win?” They would have said, “Across the English Channel 
there’s a huge invasion force. It’s gathering even as we speak. We don’t know 
when the day will come, but one day they will sweep across the Channel and 
join us and carry us to victory.” Until then, the Church militant must struggle 
against poverty, struggle against racism, struggle against sexism, and struggle 
against homophobia. But here’s the good news: Even as we carry on these 
struggles, we are told that there is a huge invasion force being gathered beyond 
the sky. We do not know when it is going to happen, but one day the Church 
triumphant will join us and carry us to victory. Maranathal 

I hope that you can see that there is a social imperative in all of this. We 
are to work to create the kingdom of God, even now. I am not one of those 
old-time liberals who said that we could create it without the Second Coming. 
But I do believe Philippians 1:9 that says, “The one who began a good work 
among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ.” The creating 
of the kingdom has already begun, and the kingdom of God is among us. There 
are people who are working for the kingdom. What is initiated in us, says the 
Scripture, will be completed on the day of his coming! So as we labor, says 
Paul, we do not labor as those without hope. We labor as those with assurance 
that V-Day is coming. 

Two illustrations, and then I’ll wrap it up. I got a phone call some twenty- 
five years ago from a friend. He had this idea about starting an organization 
that would build houses for poor people, just like it says Isaiah 65. He believed 
that this could be done by using volunteers — people who did not know any- 
thing much about building houses. He proposed that these houses be sold 
to poor families who would not have to put up any payment. These families 
would be given long-term mortgages with no interest. He said that he would 
recruit these volunteer builders from churches. I said, “Yes, I’ll be on your 
board,” but I didn’t expect much to happen. I like Millard Fuller. He’s a nice 
guy. I thought it was a good thing, but never expected that twenty-five years 
later Habitat for Humanity would complete a hundred thousand houses, and 
that the next hundred thousand will be completed in just five more years. I see 
in this the kingdom of God breaking loose in history. 
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Another friend of mine, A1 Whitaker, who was once the president of Men- 
nen Corporation, created an organization called Opportunity International. 
This faith-based organization starts small businesses and cottage industries 
in Third World countries. I remember one of the first ones we started was 
in a slum in Santo Domingo. We got eighteen women together and started 
a micro-business producing sandals out of old discarded automobile tires. It 
worked brilliantly. It created employment that enabled people to escape from 
poverty with their dignity intact. We gave children fifty cents every time they 
brought us a discarded, worn-out automobile tire. (It wasn’t long before we 
had every worn-out automobile tire in Santo Domingo. And then we started 
getting a lot of new tires!) 

In just ten years, Opportunity International, has created over three and a 
half million jobs in Third World countries. Three and a half million jobs! And 
if you figure that there are six people to a family in a Third World country, 
you’ve got to take two and a half million and multiply it by six to get an idea of 
how many people have been delivered Irom poverty — not for a day, not for a 
week, not for a year, but for the rest of their lives. I say, “Mine eyes have seen 
the glory of the coming of the Lord ... I have seen him in the watch-fires of a 
hundred circling camps . . . his truth — his kingdom — is marching on.” 17 

Of course, I would be amiss il I did not end with the one story that’s given 
me some mileage. It’s hard to build your life on one story, but I have. I belong 
to a Black church in West Philadelphia. In my church, they let you know how 
you’re doing when you preach, because the deacons sit right up front, and 
when you say something good, they yell, “Preach! Preach!” I have said many 
good things to you today, and none of you has cheered me on. You would all 
do much better if you had ten or eleven people yelling, “Preach!” every time 
you said something good. 

The women in my church, when you say something wonderful, wave one 
hand in the air and they go, “Well!” That’s it. “Well!” You say, “That’s it?” It 
makes your hormones bubble, man, when you get fifty or sixty women going, 
“Well!” And the men in my church, when you are pumping on all cylinders, 
they actually stand up and point at you and yell, “Keep goin’! Keep goin’ man, 
keep goin’! Keep goin’!” I don’t get that at the C. S. Lewis Summer Institute. I 
don’t hear anybody yelling, “Keep goin’!” I hear, “Stop! Stop!” 


156 


Meeting the Cosmic God 


Once a year in my church we have a preach-off You people don’t even 
know what that is. In a preach-off you get about seven or eight preachers to 
preach back to back to see who’s best. You never say that. You say, “It’s for 
the glory of God.” But, we know. And it was my turn to speak. I don’t want to 
brag; I really don’t want to brag, but I was good. I knew I was good because the 
deacons were yelling, “Preach!” and the women were going, “Well!” And people 
were yelling, “Keep goin’! Keep goin’!” And I feed on that stuff. The more they 
did it, the better I got; the better I got, the more they did it. They kept on doing 
it — I got so good, I wanted to take notes on me! I came to the end and that 
place exploded. There was cheering and shouting and clapping and — I mean 
it, it was wonderful. I sat down; my pastor hit my knee and said, “You did all 
right. You did all right.” I said, “You’re next, pastor. Are you gonna be able to 
top that?” He said, “Son, son, you sit back, because the old man is going to do 
you in.” 

Now, I didn’t want to say anything, but there was no way anybody was 
going to do me in that day. But that sucker got up and for the next hour and a 
half he did me in with just one lousy line, over and over again: “It’s Friday, but 
Sunday’s coming.” Now that doesn’t sound like much, but you weren’t there. 
He started nice and soft with, “It was Friday — it was Friday. And he’s dead on 
the cross. But that’s Friday. Sunday’s cornin’!” Somebody yelled, ‘Keep goin’, 
keep goin’!’ That’s all he needed, man. He took off “Friday — Friday, people 
are saying ‘As things have been, so they shall be.’ You can’t change history. You 
can’t make it go in the right direction. But they don’t know. It’s only Friday. 
Sunday’s cornin’!” 

“Friday. On Friday, darkness prevails. Evil is everywhere. There will be 
poverty, there will be wars, and they’ll say there’s nothing you can do about it, 
but they don’t know. It’s only Friday. Friday! Sunday’s cornin’!” 

I thought I’d get something from this crowd by now. I thought maybe we 
could de-honkitize this C. S. Lewis crowd. I’ll give you one more chance. I’ll 
give you one more chance. It’s Friday — it’s D-Day, and we’re living towards 
the future. We see the evil, but we believe that God’s people are not going 
to limp out of history a battered, beaten church. We’re going to march out 
triumphant because Sunday’s cornin’! And this is the good news. This is the 
good news. 
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He ended that sermon. I was exhausted. I was just exhausted, and he ended 
that sermon by yelling at the top of his lungs, as only a black preacher can, “Fri- 
day!” And with one voice, the congregation yelled back, “Sunday’s cornin’!” 

In this view of time we can get lost in the darkness of the hour and not 
realize that history is going someplace. The universe has a beginning; it is mov- 
ing toward a purposeful conclusion. He’s coming back to establish the king- 
dom here on earth as it is in heaven. We have the good news in this: (Are you 
ready?) The good news is, it’s Friday, but Sunday’s cornin’! 

Questions and Answers 

Q: Dr. Campolo, you’ve talked about the kingdom of earth coming, and I’m trying 
to get that in my brain in terms of the teaching in Peter and Revelation of the end of 
the world, of the destruction, of the new heaven and the new earth. How does that 
work out ? 

Campolo: I don’t know. I’ve never been able to figure out all that eschatol- 
ogy stuff. It’s all there, and it’s yet to be reconciled, but I have learned to bracket 
things and say, you know, somewhere down the line I’ll be able to figure out 
how to put all this together. I can’t put a lot of stuff together right now. These 
systematic theologians that have a neat place for everything, I admire them. I 
don’t make fun of them. I just admire them. I just can’t put it all together yet. I 
see through a glass darkly. I only know in part. That’s a good question, though. 
I would say that Peter is talking about the destruction of evil. I don’t think that 
the God who is among us in love is not going to come back in power. Not only 
in Peter’s writings, but also in Matthew we read that. There will come that day 
when all evil shall be put down, and those who embrace evil, and who have an 
allegiance to evil, will be destroyed. But I believe that when the fire comes, the 
hay, wood, and stubble of this world will be burned away; but that which is 
gold, silver, and precious stones will endure. When the judgment comes, I look 
for the world to be purified, and the destruction of all that is evil. 

Q: Given the limitation of evil being in time and all that we’ve been discussing, 
and given the fact that hell itself is evil, of course, would you make a few comments 
if you can, about the prospect of eternity ? After all, it is what Jesus came to save us 
from, and he knew it was a very serious thing. 
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Campolo: I haven’t thought of that question at all, but I think it raises 
a whole host of intriguing implications. First of all. I’m not sure that evil is 
limited to time. I hate to contradict the speaker before me, but before there 
was ever a human race, before there was ever an Adam, before there was a fall 
by Adam, there was evil. Satan fell before creation, or else Satan would have 
never been waiting to seduce Adam. I believe there is a Satan; and I believe that 
Satan had a preexistence before the cosmos. If Satan had a preexistence, and if 
Satan was before the universe was, which the Scriptures seem to suggest, then 
I’m not sure that evil is limited to time. But I would hope that you’re right, and 
that the speaker was right, that there comes that moment when evil shall be 
bound. I think that’s what the Scripture says. Bound. Limited. Contained, so 
that it can no longer raise its havoc. I’m not sure that the Scripture says that 
Satan and the demonic, the hellish dimensions of the world, are abolished as 
much as they are bound and limited and they cannot do what they have been 
doing. There are many here who would argue otherwise, who are solid evan- 
gelicals, who say there is no hell. And there are others still who would say there 
is a hell, but the God that we believe in is the Fdound of heaven, and descends 
into hell, as the Apostles’ Creed suggests. It does say in 1 Peter (3:19) that 
Jesus goes and preaches to those in the prison house of death. The psalmist 
writes, “And though you descend into hell, he is there,” and there are those 
who believe God goes on to doing saving work even there. 

“I do not claim,” Reinhold Niebuhr once said, “to either know the furni- 
ture of heaven or the temperature of hell, but I believe in both.” I’m not sure 
how to handle these last two questions. I wish you would ask me something I 
know something about. 

Q: In 1995 I was in Central Africa and I had the most amazing morning, 
speaking to the leaders of all the refugee camps with the Rwandan refugees. Now, 
80 percent of Rwandans are Christian. The question we got to after three hours 
was, how was it that we who call ourselves Christian ended up killing one another ? 
I would love to know what you would have said. 

Campolo: For the same reason that we have the mess that we have in the 
United States, and that is that too often evangelicalism only deals with per- 
sonal salvation. It deals only in terms of getting people right with God. The 
truth is, you’re not right with God unless you’re right with your neighbor. 
When Jesus gave the great commandment he said, “You shall love the Lord 
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your God with all your heart, and with all of your soul, and with all of your 
mind” (Matt 22:37). And then he says, “And a second is like it.” That is, it’s the 
same thing: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself’ (Matt 22:39). The truth 
is, that it is in loving one’s neighbor that one loves Jesus, because the Jesus who 
is eternal — the cosmic Jesus — chooses to come to us through the neighbor, 
especially that neighbor who is hungry, especially that neighbor who is being 
oppressed, especially that Third World neighbor. And he says, “Come, love 
Me here.” 

On judgment day we will not be asked our views of heaven or hell. It won’t 
be a theological test. I wish it would be, because I’m orthodox. I wish it were a 
theological test. I wish it was, “Before we let you in Campolo, a few questions: 
virgin birth: strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree.” If that’s what 
it’s about, I’m in. I’m in! But, that’s not what it’s about. Here’s what it’s about: I 
was hungry. Did you feed me? I was naked. Did you clothe me? I was sick. Did 
you care for me? I was a stranger. Did you take me in? For what you did to the 
least of these, my brothers and sisters, you did to me (Matt 25:34-46). For the 
eternal Christ chooses to come sacramentally to the poor and the oppressed 
and bids us come love him there. And if we cannot love him there, we do not 
love him: For if any man says that he loves God, and does not love his neigh- 
bor, he is a liar and the truth is not in him (1 John 1:5-10). 

So I think Rwandan Christians mistreated each other for the same reason 
that American Christians have often expressed a disconnect between being 
saved and being socially compassionate. It is because we have so emphasized 
individualistic salvation that we do not see the God of history at work in the 
world transforming the world that is into the world that ought to be — and 
calling us to do justice in the world. 

Q: In your talk, you mentioned Stephen Hawking and his current explorations 
of ideas about a cyclical pattern of the creation of earth and matter, and you seemed 
to say that if he comes up with empirical evidence, we should throw the Bible out, 
because he finds it actually is cyclical according to what he knows now, or what the 
evidence suggests. It seems like we are in a problem area. Darwin challenged a lot 
of ideas that the church held onto, and the church practically collapsed. Not really, 
but in a sense it did. I would hate to think that the church is hinging on what science 
does, to the degree that if science comes up with an idea that doesn’t fit our pattern, 
we no longer can stand faithfully with our beliefs. 
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Campolo: You have hit on a very important theme. Whenever our theol- 
ogy is wrapped up with a specific cosmology, we are always in danger, because 
the cosmologies change even though we think they will never change. What 
seems to be unquestioned today is doubted and actually discarded tomorrow. 
So, if our theologies are contingent upon any given scientific cosmology, we 
are in dangerous straits. And yet, that is the risk that we have to take. If we are 
to communicate the gospel within a given existential situation, we have to, in 
fact, deal with the issues that emerge in that situation. But even as we do so, 
as your question suggests, we must do so with great humility, recognizing that 
this isn’t the final word. If Hawking comes out right, then well have to go back 
to the drawing board and come up with a new way of thinking. We must not 
assume that our theologies are so set in stone that they cannot be challenged, 
“because the times, they are a-changing,” and any theology that is tied to a spe- 
cific cosmology is in danger of being doomed, as your question suggested. 

As a sociologist, however, I would argue that one has to, in fact, relate the 
gospel in the existential situation. In short, we have to make the gospel make 
sense in the terms in which people are speaking. Paul certainly did that when 
he preached the gospel on Mars Hill and referred to Epicureans and Stoics 
(Acts 17). He was attaching the message to an existentialist philosophy that 
was there and then. Those philosophies are now out of vogue, but Paul used 
them to make his arguments. What we must be ready to do is to be willing to 
recast our theology in light of new cosmologies. 

Thank you very much. You’ve been very attentive and very good to me. 
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Wh en the scientific, philosophical, and theological worlds percolate with 
alternative theories about the nature of time, God’s relationship to time, and 
God’s knowledge of the future, the most we can hope to do is make a few pre- 
liminary, tentative conclusions. These reflections do not represent a consensus 
of the contributors to this volume. The contributors remain as innocent as 
lambs. At the end of the day, theologians, pastors, and laity who have no par- 
ticular expertise in the technical areas that have informed this collection of 
essays will decide what they believe about the issues raised in this book. 

The issues for the average person sometimes differ from the issues of the 
specialist. Sometimes, however, the specialist works on a problem that has direct 
bearing on the everyday concerns of life, but the average person, the pastor, and 
even the professional theologian may fail to recognize the connection. When I 
finished my theological studies, I first served as pastor of a church. I recall the 
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first time a grieving widow asked me where her husband was now. I have been 
asked the question many times since, and I have realized that the question con- 
cerns both time and space. The other question that the widow asked that I have 
heard many times since concerns whether or not her husband knows she loved 
him. For a Christian, these questions lie at the intersection of biblical faith and 
modern scientific and philosophical understandings of the world. 

Each religion views time from a unique perspective and brings different 
questions to science about time. Families of religions may ask similar ques- 
tions, but they also have distinct concerns as well. The three monotheistic reli- 
gions have a common notion of the flow of time rooted in the understanding 
of a Creator who guides creation toward a final goal. In the same way, the rein- 
carnational religions that emerged from India have a different perspective on 
time that relates to their understandings of the progress of reincarnation. The 
two families of religions (monotheism and reincarnationalism) have different 
perspectives on the nature of the physical world that science studies. 

The meaning of time first entered my mind as a serious theological issue 
during my seminary days when one of our New T estament professors remarked 
in chapel that God does not know the future. This statement startled me, 
because I had always thought that God knew everything. During these early 
days of my Master of Divinity program I began to be aware of the diversity of 
opinion within the Christian scholarly world about matters theological. 

The meaning of time entered my mind a second time as a serious theologi- 
cal issue when I first read Genesis in Hebrew and realized that the grammar 
and verb forms did not support my hitherto literalistic understanding of cre- 
ation as the activities of God over the course of a work week. This discovery 
helped me understand the difference between revelation from God and the 
interpretation of revelation from God. 

The meaning of time entered my mind a third time as a serious theological 
issue when I chanced to pick up Nigel Calder’s little book, Einstein’s Universe, 
on the discount table of a local bookstore during my doctoral studies. I had 
developed an interest in science and religion through a course I had taken with 
Eric Rust, one of the few Christian philosophers working on science and reli- 
gion in the 1950s and 1960s. What struck me about Einstein’s understanding 
of time and space was the implication for the nonphysical. It time is an aspect 
of the physical world, then it would seem that it is not an aspect of the non- 
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physical world. The more I read, however, the more I realized that physicists 
and theologians either did not share my conclusion, or they were unaware of 
the issue. 

The New Testament professor who first suggested to me that God does 
not know the future lived in a Newtonian universe. Time for him was an abso- 
lute metaphysical reality. While he was very modern in most of his thinking, 
he knew little of science. He was one of a vast multitude of American Christian 
theologians influenced by Karl Barth’s brand of neo-orthodoxy that had no 
interest in science. They represented a modern strand of Reformed thought 
while accepting little of the content of Reformed thought. Calvin had dis- 
missed the possibility that general revelation is sufficient by itself to lead to 
salvation, and the great Reformed tradition since then has seen very little value 
in science as a handmaiden to theology. General revelation was taken up later 
by the Deists, however, who had little use for specific revelation. Through the 
influence of the Deists, general revelation became the basis for natural theology 
that dominated English Protestant thinking about science and religion from 
Newton to Darwin. Barth and his followers had no interest in science because 
they tended to think of it solely in terms of the brand of natural theology that 
prevailed in England in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. If it 
did not provide a path to salvation, then it had no value for informing theologi- 
cal thought. 

At the end of the twentieth century, the question of what God knows 
became an issue among American Evangelical theologians and philosophers, 
just as it had been among mainline Christians earlier in the twentieth cen- 
tury. John Sanders, Clark Pinnock, Greg Boyd, and several other evangelical 
theologians have proposed that God does not know the future — that God is 
“open” to the future — in contrast to the traditional Christian understanding. 
For the open theists the issue at stake is the problem of pain . 1 They reason 
that God would surely intervene if he knew something bad was about to hap- 
pen. For the traditionalists, the issue at stake is the very nature of Scripture 
and the significance of prophecy. If God does not know the future, then there 
can be no prophecy that is fulfilled. Both sides are motivated by extremely 
important issues which neither side seems willing to address. Those concerned 
with theodicy appeal to emotion and those concerned with revelation appeal to 
tradition. Oddly enough, within the evangelical framework, neither emotion 
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nor tradition provides an adequate authority. At the same time, however, nei- 
ther side in the debate seems interested in the question of God’s relationship 
to time . 2 

If Einstein was right about time and it is a fourth dimension of physical 
reality, then time is limited to the physical realm. For materialistic natural- 
ists, this state of affairs raises no problem, because for them, nothing exists 
that is not physical. For a theist, however, time as a function of space suggests 
that God exists outside of time just as God exists outside of space. Not all 
religions ask the same questions of science, however, since they have different 
understandings of the world. Relativity does not raise the same questions for 
Hinduism and Buddhism because of their concepts of physical reality and its 
relationship to the divine. 

The theist also insists upon God as a personal being. Paul Davies has 
argued that God cannot be timeless and personal, since thinking, conversing, 
feeling, planning and other activities associated with persons are all temporal 
activities. In his argument, however, Davies commits the anthropomorphic 
error of confusing being a person with being human. In so doing, he projects 
his own human experience on the Godhead. 

Hugh Ross offers another proposal with his multidimensional view of 
God who is not timeless, but who exists in a dimension of hyper-time. As soon 
as we speak of dimensions, however, it seems that we have definitely entered 
the physical realm. Ross’s analysis makes clear that whether theists conceive 
of God within or without time, they must still account for how God relates to 
the physical world. 

Process Theology works from the other end of the issue as it brings God 
not only into time, but also into space. While Process Theology has as much 
diversity as Protestantism, an emerging trajectory of contemporary Process 
thought appears to be moving toward an identification of God with Nature or 
the Process. We see this trend especially as other voices concerned with ecol- 
ogy and feminist issues merge with the old Nature Goddess spirituality. This 
direction would represent a polar opposite to an Augustinian interpretation 
of the space-time problem in light of Einstein. While an Augustinian position 
may be stated that since God is spirit, God is not within space or time, a Pro- 
cess position might be stated that since God is within time, God is also within 
space. The Process Theologians are the heirs of the Deists in the sense that 
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specific revelation and Christian doctrine do not play a definitive role in how 
they approach their subject. From a methodological perspective, the Reformed 
tradition and the Process tradition are virtually identical. The Reformed 
approach relies upon the tradition without engaging contemporary insight. 
The Process approach relies upon contemporary insight without engaging tra- 
dition. The Reformed approach forgets that tradition began as contemporary 
insight long ago. The Process approach forgets that contemporary insights of 
yore were frequently wrong. 

When we consider the Big Bang implications of general relativity, we have 
a beginning to time and space. What happened before the Big Bang? If Einstein 
is right about time and space, and if the Big Bang is the beginning of time and 
space, then it is inappropriate to speak of anything before the Big Bang. There 
would be no before the beginning of time. Stephen Hawking’s efforts to discredit 
the Big Bang theory relate to his argument that if the universe did not have a 
beginning, then there is no need for a creator. His approach depends upon his 
concept of “imaginary time.” Of course, the problem of the existence of the 
universe has been around since long before the Big Bang theory. Even if the 
universe is eternally subsistent, “just because” has never been a satisfying expla- 
nation for children, much less for scientists, philosophers, and theologians. 

As it is, not everyone agrees with Einstein about time and space. John 
Polkinghorne argues that time must also have a metaphysical counterpart apart 
from space. William Lane Craig has argued in Time and Eternity for Hen- 
drick A. Lorentz’s interpretation of the special theory of relativity over against 
Einstein. By Lorentz’s interpretation, absolute time and space actually exist, 
but they cannot be measured because measuring instruments contract and/or 
slow down relative to the motion of what is being measured. Craig favors the 
view that God is timeless without creation but temporal since creation. Craig 
affirms God’s foreknowledge by the theory of middle knowledge whereby 
God’s omniscience extends to all future contingents. 

Even with Einstein’s understanding of time and space as a single physical 
reality, time and space have been interpreted differently. The most common 
interpretation involves “flowing time” which is a traditional Western unidirec- 
tional understanding of the “arrow” of time. It involves a beginning and an end. 
In Hebrew thought it involves a goal or end point. Russell Stannard defends a 
second view of time and space known as the “block universe” that conceives of 
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time and space as a complete reality from beginning to end in which all points 
of time exist. In flowing time, the present moment has the privileged position 
as the standard point of reference, but in the block universe no point in time 
has privilege. They all exist. In flowing rime, the past is gone and the future 
has not yet arrived. In the block universe, all points exist and all points are the 
present with respect to themselves. 

The block universe is not appreciably different from Augustine’s under- 
standing of how God relates to time and space. Augustine conceived of time 
as a creation like space. God exists apart from time just as God exists apart 
from space. From the divine vantage point, all of time from beginning to end 
lies unfolded like a scroll. All points are simultaneous for God, and yet no 
points are simultaneous with God. One need not be a Process Theologian or 
a panentheist to find this view threatening to a doctrine of human freedom. 
Old-fashioned Wesleyans may also take exception to this view. 

Both flowing time and block time present a problem for understanding 
the present moment. Timothy George, Russell Stannard, John Polkinghorne, 
William Lane Craig, Robert Russell, and Tony Campolo have explored the 
problem of the reality of the present moment. George points out that Augus- 
tine struggled with the problem of measuring “now.” Stannard has argued that 
no moment of time is privileged with respect to another in Einstein’s universe. 
Polkinghorne, on the other hand, while exploring options for understanding 
time, argues for a “natural global cosmic ‘now’” that represents the “preferred 
point of view from which to think about cosmology.” Craig points out the 
problem with speaking of a “now” in the experience of God, if God stands out- 
side of time. In his discussion of eschatology, Russell argues for a “copresence” 
of all events and suggests that all events have a “thickness” to them instead of 
the “point-like” conception that people tend to have of now. Finally, Campolo 
focuses on the existential experience of the present and a reading of Einstein 
that suggests every moment of time is simultaneous to God who stands out- 
side of time and experiences neither past nor future. 

While most physicists see flowing time and block time as the two options 
for understanding time in relation to modern physics, not all physicists agree. 
Julian Barbour represents a minority view (not explored elsewhere in this col- 
lection) that time does not exist. Whereas most physicists struggle with the 
concept of the present moment, Barbour insists that only the “instants of time” 
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exist. The flow of time is an illusion created in the human brain. The instants 
of time, or the all the possible “nows,” exist as “time capsules” of static records. 
Change does not occur. The brain organizes the most likely possible “nows” in 
such a way that the illusion of change and the flow of time present themselves 
to the consciousness . 3 

The problem of identifying or measuring the present moment of time has 
a striking parallel with the problem of finding the location of an electron when 
measuring its velocity. The wave/particle duality of quantum mechanics has 
its corollary with the flow/moment of time. II Einstein is correct about time as 
an extended dimension of space, it should not be surprising to see time behave 
similarly to matter. Time extends or “flows” like a wave. We cannot identify or 
measure the present moment (the “now”) when measuring time any more than 
we can identify the location of an electron while measuring its velocity. The 
problem of locating and measuring “now” is that it corresponds to the attempt 
to know the electron as a particle when measuring it as a wave. We may rea- 
sonably ask if it is possible for the human observer, or any physical observer, to 
ever locate the “now” of time. As part of the space-time continuum, any physi- 
cal observer exists in the flow of time just as the physical observer exists physi- 
cally. We can measure both the point and the wave of the electron because we 
stand outside the atoms we measure. We do not stand outside time. We are 
part of it. 

A reciprocal relationship exists between the movement of time and space 
in the measurement of one another. We measure the passage of time by the 
motion of physical matter: the movement of the earth, moon and sun, the pass- 
ing shadow of the sun, the movement of the hands on a clock face, the vibra- 
tions of an atom. Likewise, we measure the movement of space by time: miles 
per hour, knots per twenty-eight seconds, miles that light can travel in a year. 

Unlike space, time is invisible. We do not see it, but we infer it. We do not 
confuse the measurement of space with space itself, but we may confuse the 
measurement of time with time itself. The present moment in time is “now” 
while the present place in space is “here.” We have the same problem with 
identifying “here” as we do with “now.” “Here” may represent a point on a 
physical line just as “now” represents a point on a time line. The problem with 
the present moment, however, lies in its resemblance to Leibnitz’s infinitesi- 
mal, that disquieting feature of his calculus that always allows for yet a smaller 
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division of a number. The present moment “now” can always be divided into 
a smaller moment. Because we can see “there” as well as “here,” the problem 
with having precise knowledge of “here” is not so acute for us. With time, 
however, we can see neither “now” nor “then.” To the scientific problem of 
certainty about “now,” we must add the existential problem. Perhaps the exis- 
tential condition of the observer is the reason that certainty over “now” creates 
such a problem long after physicists have come to grips with the Heisenberg 
Uncertainty Principle for quantum mechanics. 

The fact that we measure time ( chronos ) suggests that something must exist 
that we measure, but it may all be a mental construct. The bases for measure- 
ment are certainly mental constructs in some cases: seconds, minutes, hours. 
Yet, in other cases, the bases have to do with the observation of motion or 
change: the day (the rotation of the earth) and the year (the orbit of the earth 
around the sun). The fact that we do measure, however, suggests the existence 
of something that allows the observation of motion and change. We measure 
space at rest through mental constructs: centimeter, meter, kilometer. Yet, in 
other cases, we measure the physical world by comparison with other matter 
in the physical world: the length of a king’s foot or the width of pharaoh’s 
palm. Still, we do not confuse the basis for measurement with the physical 
world we measure. We do not confuse fathoms and leagues with the sea itself. 
We do not confuse inches, feet, and rods with the earth itself. 

The Trinity 

While the issues for theists differ from those of Buddhists and Hindus, the 
issues for Trinitarians may provide a solution for how God relates to time 
and space. William Lane Craig helps us recognize that the creation of time 
and space introduces a radical new experience for God in terms of relating to 
something other than God. This experience of relating to time and space rivals 
the incarnation in terms of relating to something radically different from God. 
Philosophical discussions about God and time, however, rarely involve a dis- 
cussion of the Trinitarian God who exists as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Christians affirm a single Creator God who exists in three persons. At the 
same time, they affirm both the complete transcendence of God who is totally 
other than the physical world and the true incarnation of God for thirty-three 
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years as fully God and fully human. The incarnation suggests that the persons 
of the Godhead relate to time and space in different ways. In time and space, 
the Son of God experiences the full affect of physical existence unless amelio- 
rated by God the Father, including limited knowledge of the future. God the 
Holy Spirit continues the divine involvement in creation and mediates God’s 
will over creation. This mediating role of the paraklete involves the intercession 
between God and the physical order. 

The problem of the Trinity involves, among other things, the problem 
of divine knowledge. Just as God’s knowledge concerns time as an aspect of 
physical reality, the Trinity relates to space as a physical reality. Christians 
understand God to consist of three persons in a non-physical, non-spatial, 
non-temporal state of being. The problem of the Trinity exists from the per- 
spective of a spatial and temporal world in which we would tend to conceive of 
three persons as discreet beings. 

The attributes of God apply to all three persons of the Godhead — attri- 
butes such as love, holiness, and goodness. Distinguished from the attributes, 
however, are the properties of the persons of the Godhead. Omniscience, 
omnipotence, and omnipresence are properties ascribed to God, but they 
do not necessarily apply to all three persons of the Godhead in time. For 
instance, the Son did not possess these properties during the incarnation, but 
that thirty-three year temporal experience does not preclude these properties 
before or after the incarnation. One might argue that the Holy Spirit possesses 
the property of omnipresence in relating to the entire physical realm. On the 
other hand, one might argue that the Father does not exist everywhere, for 
“everywhere” would suggest physical location. Instead, the Father might be 
said to exist “no where." As the exalted Lord who governs the universe, the 
Son functions in a relationship to the physical world distinct from that of the 
Father who does not step into this relationship until the new creation. The Son 
mediates between the world of humans and the transcendent Father, while the 
Holy Spirit mediates the world to the Son. 

The Father 

In the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures, God does not appear to anyone 
except “the innocents” in Genesis, which suggests an experience out of time. 
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Otherwise, Yahweh reveals himself and acts through angelic messengers and 
through the Spirit of the Lord, and the Father acts and speaks through angels 
and through the Holy Spirit. The Godhead, Yahweh, the Father, the Ancient 
ot Days, remains constantly aware yet forever removed from the world of time 
and space. The Father is completely transcendent, eternal in being, complete 
in perfection, absolute in holiness and all other attributes. As such, the Father 
does not relate directly to the immanent, the temporal, the incomplete, or the 
tentative. Would this approach suggest an atemporal modalismr The dynamic 
relationship of Father, Son, and Spirit across the divide — ofheaven and earth, 
eternal and temporal, spiritual and physical, transcendent and immanent — 
would mitigate against any form of modalism. 

The Son 

The incarnation provides a case study for how God’s knowledge does not 
destroy human free will. In the complex dynamics of the cross, the Father 
knew and experienced the decisions of the Son who could not see beyond the 
moment in time of the flesh, except when the Father parted the veil of eternity 
and made things known to him. The incarnation meant captivity to the space- 
time continuum or no real incarnation would have taken place. Jesus could be 
killed, and he could not know the future, but the Father raised him from the 
dead and made the future known to him. 

The Son not only entered into space in the incarnation; Hhe entered 
into space-time. Even if the Father experiences time in some other way, the 
Father would not experience it as space-time. To do so, the Father would 
also have to take on physical form and experience incarnation into the space- 
time continuum. 

The Son declared that no one knows the day or the hour of the events that 
lead up to the end of time itself (Matt 24:36), except the Father. On the other 
hand, the Son did know what was in the human heart (Mark 2:8; Luke 5:22), 
which involved knowledge of the present moment contemporary with the 
incarnation. The incarnation involved spiritual knowledge which Jesus per- 
ceived because the incarnation did not impose limits upon the divine nature: 
he enjoyed full holiness, love, joy, peace, and the plethora of other attributes of 
the divine nature not limited by time and space. 
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The Holy Spirit 

The Holy Spirit of God proceeds from, but is not separate from, God the 
Father, the Ancient of Days. The Holy Spirit extends into time and space and 
exercises the power of God in time and space. In the first mention of the Spirit 
in Genesis, the Spirit of God moves upon chaotic creation before it is ordered. 
The Holy Spirit is not a servant or lesser being, like an angel. Neither is the 
Holy Spirit another spiritual being, like the demiurge of Platonism. The Holy 
Spirit is God involved in the space-time continuum, while the Father is God 
who remains eternal. While the Holy Spirit exercises the power of God and 
shares all attributes of God, the Holy Spirit never acts or speaks in Hebrew 
or Christian Scriptures apart from the Father or the Son. Whereas the incar- 
nation of the Son has a particular character, coming to a particular place and 
point in space-time, the Holy Spirit has an extended character, like a wave. 

The relationship of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit suggests a solution 
to how God relates to the physical world of time and space. The Holy Spirit 
interacts with the world of phenomenal experience on a temporal basis and 
mediates the physical world to the Son who guides the cosmos. The Son, in 
turn, interacts with humans through the Holy Spirit and mediates with the 
Father who exists beyond time and space. As the exalted Christ, the Son reigns 
over the universe and the unfolding of history. The Son guides the process 
of redemption to its conclusion: “When all things are subjected to him, then 
the Son himself will also be subjected to the one who put all things in subjec- 
tion under him, so that God may be all in all” (1 Cor 15:28). At the new cre- 
ation, the nature of reality changes, but God does not change. In the dazzling 
imagery of Revelation, the Father and the Son sit on a single throne and the 
Holy Spirit (the river of the water of life) proceeds from them (Rev 22:1). The 
apparent contradictions of the T riune God disappear as the nature of space- 
time changes in the new creation. 

The Eschaton 

Robert Russell’s speculations about eschatology and its implications for 
both science and Christian theology suggest the possibility of “reverse cau- 
sality” from future to present, rather than the unidirectional causality of 
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past to present with which we have grown accustomed. Such an experience 
as “reverse causality” might also be construed as coming from outside time 
rather than from the future. Russell rightly associates the event of the resur- 
rection of Christ with eschatology and the “new creation.” The resurrection 
involves continuity with the present experience of the world, yet it involves a 
radical transformation of the old into something amazingly new. Do we have 
grounds to expect a “new physics” of the resurrection? 

The experience of the universe is a story of changing physics. The grad- 
ual emergence of the four forces (did they emerge, or did they separate?) as 
energy begat matter suggests that the laws of physics have changed and may 
change again. It does no good to say that the four forces (weak nuclear force, 
strong nuclear force, electromagnetism, and gravity) emerged quickly in scant 
“moments” of time. Whether the four fundamental forces began as a unified 
field or gradually emerged does not matter for purposes of illustrating that the 
physics of the universe has changed. From our perspective, the individuality of 
the four forces took place so long ago that it is rather easy psychologically to 
dismiss their significance for a universe whose physics may change again. 

By recent reckoning, gravity emerged as an individual force at 10 43 sec- 
onds after the Big Bang. For those not used to dealing with large and small 
numbers, this number represents a fraction of the first second of time with a 
decimal followed by 42 zeros and a one: 

.0000000000000000000000000000000000000000001 

At 10' 35 seconds the strong nuclear force emerged and the great inflation 
occurred, dramatically increasing the size of the universe from the size of an 
atom to the size of a cherry pit. The number of zeroes is less, but still it is a tiny 
fraction of our time: 

.00000000000000000000000000000000001 

From our perspective, the passage of time between the two events is as insig- 
nificant as the miniscule size of the new universe. If we go back in time to 
the emergence of gravity, however, then the universe would have been around 
since the beginning of time! It was not a short amount of time then; it was a 
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huge amount of time. Likewise, the space of the universe, though only the size 
of a cherry pit, had suddenly enlarged enormously. We speak of the passage 
of time in terms of tiny fractions of a second, but there were no seconds, days, 
or years then, only the passage of time and the expansion of space up to that 
point. The universe had always been the same up to that point, then the phys- 
ics changed. From our perspective, it would be the equivalent of the universe 
behaving the same way from the stabilization of the four fundamental forces 
at 100 billionth of the first second until now. At least, it would seem logical 
that the relative nature of time would work that way at the beginning, except 
that before the four fundamental forces operated as discrete forces, the phys- 
ics of relativity did not exist as do now. It is neither logically nor scientifically 
unreasonable to expect that our universe will have other physics in its future. 
What sort of situation might cause such a change? It is hard to say since we do 
not know what sort of situation caused the last great change. 

Death and Salvation 

When Christ died and entered Paradise, the realm of the righteous dead, he 
preached good news to the spirits in prison (1 Pet 3:18-19; 4:6). Given what 
Einstein taught about the relationship between time and space, and given that 
death involves radical cessation of physical, embodied existence, the state of 
death involves no necessary temporal relationship to the physical world. If 
these rather large assumptions are true, then Christ may have encountered all 
the dead of all time in his death. Such a view, however would seem to require 
some form of a block understanding of time, but the simultaneity of the expe- 
rience of the dead lies outside of time. 

Christians believe that salvation involves incorporation into Christ 
through faith. Those who give themselves to him and are incorporated into him 
survive death because they are in him, the one who conquered death through 
resurrection. One of the perpetual questions about the justice of the Christian 
understanding of salvation concerns those who have never heard of Christ. 
The experience of time for the dead may shed light on this issue. Christians 
allow that Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, and all the people of faith 
before the incarnation of Christ share in salvation, because when Christ died, 
he descended into the realm of death and set the captives free (Eph 4:8-10). 
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The Apostle Paul states that Abraham believed the gospel beforehand, but 
all he knew to believe was that through his descendant, all the world would 
be blessed (Gal 3:6-9). Peter tells us that the prophets spoke of the sufferings 
of Christ, but that not even the angels understood the message beforehand 
(1 Peter 1:10-12). If death is a timeless state, then those who died before the 
crucifixion of Christ as well as those who die after the crucifixion have a simul- 
taneous experience of death. Those who have never heard the gospel of Christ 
may be included in the number of righteous dead who believed what little they 
knew of God and it was counted as righteousness. 

Thus, the resurrection is an eschatological event. Christ raises the dead at 
the end of time with him, but he appears in the middle of time for the benefit 
of his disciples. Because the dead do not exist in a physical state or inhabit a 
physical location, no passage of time (at least, time as we know it) occurs for 
the dead. This understanding of the timelessness of death may account for 
how the apostles spoke of the dead in Christ being asleep and yet being imme- 
diately with Christ. The body may wait in the dust for thousands of years to 
experience resurrection, while the human spirit in a timeless state goes imme- 
diately from death to life. 

In a book composed of lectures that came from the 2002 C. S. Lewis Sum- 
mer Institute, it may be appropriate to comment on C. S. Lewis’s fascination 
with space-time and its implications for theology. In his stories of Narnia, 
Lewis tells a story in which different worlds experience time as a relative thing. 
In The Magician’s Nephew, children pass from one world to another through 
pools of water, but these are devices of children’s fantasy that serve to explore 
the possibility of worm holes that connect vast outreaches of the universe or 
even parallel universes. Lewis saw no problem with multiple universes. The 
more the merrier. In The Last Battle, Lewis considers the problem of time and 
space for death. In the story, people die at different times and places in differ- 
ent worlds, but they all appear before the great lion Aslan “at the same time.” 

Conclusion 

We may dismiss the scientific and theological views of C. S. Lewis since he 
was not a scientist or a theologian, but if we do so, we miss the point. The 
advances in scientific understanding have not come through reliance upon the 
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conventional way of understanding things. Every advance has been a break 
with the old understanding. The same could be said of theology, but both 
disciplines rely upon an unshakeable foundation that allows for the examina- 
tion and rejection of old theories. Regardless of which cosmology or theory of 
quantum mechanics will prevail, science clings to the belief that the universe is 
knowable, that it has an order to it that allows for prediction regardless of how 
chaotic its systems may be, and that those who seek shall find. Theology clings 
to the belief that God exists, that God created the universe, and that those who 
seek shall find. 

It is possible to become isolated within our own domain, however, to gain 
the spark of insight necessary to begin a new line of inquiry. Before we dismiss 
the insights of a professor of medieval and renaissance literature, a man who 
wrote children’s stories and science fiction, let us recall how dismissing such 
people in the past has retarded the discovery of new knowledge. 

The creator of the science fiction story first proposed the relativity of time 
some seventy years before Einstein (“Three Sundays in a Week”). He pro- 
posed a Big Bang theory some eighty years before Lemaitre (Eureka). He also 
proposed downward or mutual causality a hundred years before Austin Farrar. 
People called Edgar Allan Poe a madman for rejecting absolute time, a static 
universe, and a deterministic understanding of cause and effect. The germ for 
new knowledge does not always lie in the same played-out mine from which all 
the gold has been extracted. The constant interaction between fields may best 
stimulate us to ask questions in a different way. 
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C. S. Lewis, The Last Battle (New York: Macmillan, 1956), 173-74. 
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